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Blessings, Woe, or Both?
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God has shown you compassion, Jesus says. Show that same compassion to others, even your enemies. Be merciful, just as God is merciful. Don’t stop at loving in the way you want to be loved. Love in the way that God loves.
Gospel from Luke 6:20-31

Then [Jesus] looked up at his disciples and said: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. “Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. 
Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets. “But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. “Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry. Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep. “Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets. 
“But I say to you that listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again. Do to others as you would have them do to you.”
(continue to sermon on page 2…)
Sermon on Luke 6:20-31
Picture one of the saints you are remembering today. Maybe it’s someone who died since our last All Saints gathering. Maybe it’s someone you light a candle for each year on this day…
Now think of a favorite memory you have of that saint. Got it?  Is it a saintly memory? Or is it a more sinnerly memory - or at least a more mischievous memory?
Unless your forebears and old friends were strikingly saintlier than mine, I’m guessing you have both kinds of memories. 
When I remember my dad, I think about the ways he taught us to value relationships over money or possessions. How he modeled time to rest, rarely working into the night, even during a busy harvest season. But I also remember that he didn’t hesitate to tell a dirty joke, even within earshot of his kids.
Like all of us here, I dare say, he was an ordinary, beloved sinner, claimed by God in his baptism, forgiven, welcomed as a saint. Commissioned to join the whole body of Christ in sharing God’s redeeming love with all the world.
And I wonder, as Jesus looked up at the crowd of disciples that had gathered to listen to him, did he, too, see a diverse bunch of ordinary sinners. Ordinary, beloved sinners in need of food, healing, or comfort. And ordinary, beloved sinners in need of forgiveness, in need of a new, more generous way of living. A new imagination for the world God dreams of. 
When Jesus looked up at the crowd, he saw some who were poor and hungry and hurting. Some were mocked and rejected because they followed Jesus. And to them Jesus says: I see you. This is not the way God intends. The kingdom of God is yours. It is for you, for your blessing and for your flourishing.
Jesus offers them promises for the present, promises for the future, and promises for eternity. Jesus does not postpone all satisfaction until heaven. The hungry will be fed. Soon they will feast on a meal that originated with just five loaves and two fish. The mourning will rejoice when they witness a widow’s only son raised from the dead.
Yes, there is a reward in heaven. But there are glimpses of God’s kingdom in this life as well. 
When Jesus looked up at that crowd, he also saw some who were comfortable, more than capable of taking care of themselves. Their cupboards were stocked, and their tables overflowed with good food. Little if anything troubled them. Everyone spoke well of them. And to them, Jesus says: Whoa.
That “woe” does not mean “cursed are you” or “damned are you.” It’s more like: “Whoa. Hold on. Look out.” 
Jesus tells them this division between haves and have-nots is not the way God intends. God doesn’t dream that some will flourish while many others suffer. This is not how the kingdom of God works. So watch out. It can’t last. It won’t last.
Experiences of God’s kingdom are available for the wealthy and satisfied, too, but only if they are willing to live generously as representatives of that kingdom - working with God to see that the needs of all people are satisfied.
When Jesus looks at us disciples today, what does he see? 
I suspect Jesus sees ordinary, beloved sinners who need to hear the blessings just as much as we need to hear the woes. People who have known both abundance and need. People with the capacity to be both selfless and selfish. People with a history of being both selfless and selfish. 
I suspect Jesus sees people who need healing - and who aren’t sure how they’ll pay the bills for that healing. People who have plenty to eat now, but who also know what it feels like to live paycheck-to-paycheck. People who have both laughed and mourned. 
Some days we need Jesus to remind us that we are blessed. Some days we need Jesus to give us a cautionary “whoa.” Hold on. Look out. Most days we probably need both.
But every day, Jesus looks at us and sees ordinary sinners, made saints in our baptism. God looks at us with the same compassion that Jesus teaches: Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who abuse you. 
Jesus isn’t saying that we should gladly suffer abuse, even invite abuse. He isn’t saying there are no consequences for bad behavior.
He is saying: Practice showing others the compassion God has shown you. The compassion and forgiveness God has shown you, even all those times you have acted like God’s enemy, failed to love your neighbor, hoarded God’s gifts, and resisted God’s reign for the sake of personal comfort. God has shown you compassion, Jesus says. Show that same compassion to others, even your enemies.
Jesus tells the gathered crowd: Do to others, as you would have them do to you. In a few verses, verses we didn’t hear today, Jesus takes it up a notch: Be merciful, just as God is merciful. Don’t stop at loving in the way you want to be loved. Love in the way that God loves.
Sometimes we succeed in showing this compassion and mercy and love. So many times, we fail. 
That’s also true of the saints we remember today. 
Sometimes they succeeded at Christ-like compassion and mercy and love. And other times, they fell short. Those saints taught us to follow Jesus. They showed us how to live for the praise of his glory, as the writer of Ephesians commends. They modeled for us the compassion of God.
And in their ongoing, faithful, trial-and-error attempts at loving God and neighbor, those saints taught us about trusting in God’s compassion and forgiveness. Sometimes they modeled love for enemies. Sometimes they demonstrated that we are all in need of God’s grace and mercy.
Those saints we remember today were not perfect. They, too, needed to hear both the blessings and the woes. But they taught us how God’s grace, mercy, and compassion extend to all of us - to all of us forgiven, saintly sinners and sinnerly saints. 
The saints we remember today remind us that we are God’s own, welcomed in baptism into the body of Christ, forgiven, and sent out to love the world. They encourage us to trust that God sees our suffering and will provide all we need. They inspire us to live as representatives of God’s reign, caring for the poor, the hungry, the grieving, and the rejected. They invite us to receive God’s grace in those moments when we choose the comforts of this world’s kingdom over the radical love of God’s kingdom.
The saints we remember today embolden us to wait in confident hope for that day when God’s kingdom will be fully realized among us, when we will all rejoice together.
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