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When we read two of the verses from Luke’s version of the beatitudes
together, they paint a pretty clear picture, don’t they? If we read
together Luke 6:20,24 together in the NRSV, they say:

“Then he looked up at his disciples and said:‘Blessed are you who
are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God… But woe to you who
are rich, for you have received your consolation.”

There’s a clarity to Jesus’ words which can be truly troubling. The poor
will receive blessings and the rich already have received what they are
going to receive. Jesus’ view on wealth in this passage seems
straightforward at first glance, but the easy way of reading this
passage proves itself problematic as soon as you go deeper.

Yesterday, I was watching a TikTok video about economics. Now, I
know there’s at least one person out there who thinks TikTok is all one
dancing people, but I can proudly tell you that there’s a whole bunch of
gloriously nerdy people who enjoy telling dad-jokes, intelligent people
talking about interesting things, and occasionally normal people baking
the most interesting things. So, yes, really, I was watching a video on
privilege and wealth.

The TikToker1 said that people needed to be careful talking about
things in their lives which they took for granted which meant that they
were rich. The list was interesting. You would be rich if you grew up
with two staircases leading to the same floor, owned a cabin or a

1 I couldn’t find their username to give them credit. Sorry.



vacation home, had someone in to help clean your home, or had more
than two garage bays on your home. Having these things meant that
you were rich according to this person. The implication was that people
without these things were probably not rich.

It made me think as I have been on mission trips where people have
had broken windows for years, people who heated their homes with
unventilated fire-burning stoves, and people who buried, burned, or
tossed their garbage into a nearby gully because there was no
garbage service. I wondered what they would think of the TikToker’s
implication that being rich meant having a cabin. If Jesus says that the
poor are blessed, then who qualifies as poor? If Jesus says that the
rich have received enough, what do we think as people who live in one
of the richest countries in the world?

Still, whether they make us uncomfortable or not, the words of Jesus
remain in our bibles. What complicates matters further is how Jesus
lived while teaching these troubling beliefs, especially as we consider
the path that Christ is on throughout this season of Lent.

Jesus says that the rich have received their consolation, but we have
the story of Zacchaeus. If you went to church camp or taught Sunday
School over the years, perhaps you remember the story of Zacchaeus.
Everyone who was anywhere near the orbit of Sunday School or
Church Camp throughout the years seems to know that Zacchaeus
was a wee little man and that a wee little man was he. We read the
story of Zacchaeus and we may remember how he climbed into a
sticky tree to see Jesus.

If we have  spent enough time with the story over the years, our
knowledge may go beyond the fact that Jesus went to his house to
stay. Zacchaeus was a tax collector who made a living by taking



money from his neighbors, skimming off some from the top to live
upon, and then passing the taxes on to the Romans. As you may
know, tax collectors are not the most popular people today; however,
they were absolutely hated in Jesus’ day. They were seen as traitors to
their people, collaborators with the enemy, and as leeches that lived off
of the blood, sweat, and tears of the less fortunate people around
them.

Zacchaeus is called out of a tree to see Jesus and the people are not
very happy. Zacchaeus should be nowhere near anyone reputable and
kept especially far away from the nice young rabbit who has openly
taught about how the poor should be blessed. Zacchaeus is trouble
and beyond redemption in the eyes of many people.

Do you know where this story falls in the book of Luke? Jesus meets
Zacchaeus as he is traveling to Bethphage and Bethany. The very next
stop on Jesus’ journey involves sending two disciples to find a colt to
ride into Jerusalem. In Luke’s gospel, the story of Zacchaeus literally
occurs days if not hours before the events of Palm Sunday. Jesus very
well may leave Zacchaeus’ home and ride into Jerusalem to enter into
the events of holy week within a matter of hours.

In many ways, the story of Zacchaeus is a Lenten story. Jesus is on his
way to his triumphant entry, a holy meal, betrayal, arrest, torture and
execution: all of the grim events that take place before we get to
resurrection. In the last few hours before that part of the journey
begins, Jesus spends the time with a tax collector that everyone
around saw as a man who was wealthy at the expense of others.
When Jesus says “Woe to you who are rich,” it is likely that the people
saw someone like Zacchaeus in their imagination. Even when the
faithful around Jesus likely saw Zacchaeus as the antithesis of
someone worthy of God’s love, Jesus still took time while on the



journey to Jerusalem to bless this wee, rich, and ultimately desperate
man.

So, I ask you again? What does it mean when Jesus says the poor will
be blessed? What does it mean when Jesus says that the rich have
received their consolation? Do you understand what Jesus is truly
trying to say?

I have to be honest with you and state that I have moments when I
think I understand and moments when I struggle to understand. There
are moments when I absolutely know that I am rich beyond belief.

When I had a couple of hours with my kids on Saturday, I had a four
year old ask me to build a wooden block castle with her. I was wealthy
beyond belief! I was rich for half an hour as I had enough time and
money to set aside the time to play with a kid, even if we played with
hand me down blocks that have been worn out over decades of play.
When I stopped to wonder if I could pay for gas for my car and my
student loan payments, I felt a little less rich.

I am rich in the fact that I have enough money set aside to skip my
morning coffee and send that money to help UMCOR in Ukraine and
yet I live in a parsonage which I will not be able to retire into one day. I
have no idea where I’ll live when I retire someday. I am rich when I can
afford to buy a sandwich for a hungry person I meet in Ithaca and yet
I’ll never have the money to be able to do something as wildly
charitable as build an apartment complex for homeless folks. I
sometimes feel rich and poor all at the same time. Even as I feel all of
those things, it makes me wonder what Jesus means when he says
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God… But
woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.”



Thank goodness for verses 9-10 of Zacchaeus’ story. After Zacchaeus
surrenders his wealth and offers to repay anyone he has defrauded,
the scriptures say: “Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come
to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man
came to seek out and to save the lost.”

Does Jesus share strong words about wealth and poverty? Absolutely.
Jesus is very clear that the poor will be blessed and the rich have
received enough. Jesus is also unwilling to pass anyone by who turns
to him with an honest and repentant heart. Jesus was not willing to
pass Zacchaeus by even if the world around Zacchaeus hated his
guts. Jesus was not willing to pass Zacchaeus by even if he had
enough that he could both give away half of what he had and pay back
anyone he defrauded four times as much as he had defrauded them.
Zacchaeus’ generosity is not a generosity that is affordable to
everyone. Zacchaeus is rich enough to be able to be lavish in his
generosity.

Jesus still does not pass him by Zacchaeus’ home. Even as Jesus is
literally on his way to Jerusalem for Palm Sunday, Jesus still has time
to care for this wee, excluded, rich, and desperate rich man. Whatever
Jesus meant when he said that the poor had enough, it is clear that
Jesus’ was not going to let even the beatitudes stand in the way of
helping someone in need, even if they were rich.

Here’s what I take away from Jesus’ words in the beatitudes and the
story of Zacchaeus today. As we go through this Lenten journey, there
is nobody I will meet on the path that is beyond Jesus’ compassion. I
may think they are rich and they may have money in the bank, but
there are some truly rich people who are desperate for God’s love and
care. If Jesus wouldn’t turn his back on the rich, who am I to do the
same?



Similarly, I have no doubt that there were people who were poorer than
Zacchaeus who were seriously upset with Jesus. Jesus taught that the
poor would be blessed, but everyone who saw this exchange was
upset with Christ when he told Zacchaeus to come down from the tree
so that they could go to his home. Verses 6-7 say: “So [Zacchaeus]
hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to
grumble and said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.’
”

Jesus really upset people and the people grumbled. It is likely that the
poor and the rich were there as Jesus tended to draw a crowd from
across the spectrum of people in society. Pilate, Herod, and Herod’s
wife will know who Jesus is by reputation. An uncommonly antisocial
demon possessed person in a graveyard in a community that wasn’t
even Jewish knew who Jesus was when he got off a boat. Even verse
3 in our reading tells us the whole reason that Zacchaeus climbs into
the tree is that there are too many people around Jesus.

The rich, the poor, and everyone in between was upset by Jesus’
generosity towards Zacchaeus. Does Jesus stop being loving and
caring? Absolutely not. Jesus is compassionate to the very person
some people envied, others mocked, and everyone despised. I think it
is fair to say that even though Zacchaeus has plenty of stuff, Jesus still
sees a place in Zacchaeus’ life where he is simply poor. When he sees
that need, Jesus steps forward and brings love to a broken man.

I take away from this story and the beatitudes the simple truth that
Jesus loves and cares for the poor, but that we do not always
understand what makes a person rich or poor. I take away from this
story that Jesus knows that the rich have had plenty of consolation, but
that consolation is not an excuse to walk by someone who is desperate



for help in another area of life. I take away from this that if I want to be
more like Jesus, I am probably going to have to have enough humility
to accept that I may see the truth in Christ’s words, but I don’t always
know what they mean.

To be honest, that’s one of the reasons I follow Jesus. I have several
degrees and hundreds of hours of study in religion, philosophy, ancient
languages, and theology. I have spent far more time than I spent in
those classes reading, learning, talking, praying, and studying my faith.
I have hands-on experience for what’ll be 15 years of pastoral ministry
with nearly weekly sermons, bible studies, and other ministry moments
in 2023. I don’t follow Jesus because I know everything. I follow Jesus
because after all of these years of following, I still want to know my
savior better. Christ is amazing, beautiful, wonderful, mysterious, and
beyond my comprehension. When I look into the life of Jesus, when I
truly seek after the One I love,  I find a Christ that is worthy of my love
and devotion. I see a Savior that is far wiser, far kinder, far gentler, and
far more loving that I can comprehend and I adore that Christ.

So, no, I can’t tell you exactly what Jesus means, but I can point you to
Jesus. Do you want to see what it means that Jesus says the kingdom
of Heaven belongs to the poor? Well, Jesus straight out says that
salvation has come to Zacchaeus’ house. Does it make sense
completely? Maybe not. Is it amazing and worthy of prayer and study
while we try to be more like Jesus on this Lenten journey? Absolutely.

As we continue our journey through Lent, we are going to take a
moment to surrender our understanding to Christ. At the heart of this
action, we are not surrendering the ideals of Christ or abandoning
God’s promises. We are seeking to allow God to be God and to follow
in the divine footsteps by learning from Christ instead of insisting that



we know better. I invite you to a moment of stillness and silence as we
offer up our own limitations to God.


