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Jeremiah 17:5-10, Luke 6:17-26

I am sure that you wi[[ have seen sampters before, examptes of needtework exercises hung as
decoration. A "bless this house," a "Lord's Prayer" and the Beatitudes are common examptes.
Wett a version of the Beatitudes, not the one we just heard.

Some of you no doubt went to Nativity ptays in the run up to Christmas, maybe once you were
and angel, a shepherd, a wise man, Mary or Joseph. What is probabty not apparent to peopte in
the audience is that the Nativity Ptay seamtessty stitches together accounts from the Gospets of
Matthew and Luke, though they were each crafted for different very different audiences initiatty.

Matthew and Luke both have a coltection of sayings of Jesus known as the Beatitudes, but one
version is significantty better known and that is the version in Matthew, the Sermon on the
Mount- a name which is almost synonymous with the Beatitudes because we tend to overtook
Luke.The version we heard today, Luke's version, is often forgotten or gtossed over. For a start
Luke's version is a sermon on the ptain, not the mountain.

Why might that be? Put simpty Matthew's version is easier on us, it contains a series of
btessings and unlike Luke presents no counterversion, no "woes to,,. lt is atttogether more
patatabte, more comfortabte, less of a chattenge.

lf you wanted to make a sampter based on Luke's version it might read like this; ,,Retigion shouLd
comfort the affLicted and afftict the comfortable."

It is certainty the case that Lukeb version is not nearty as poputar as Matthewb with Ch ristians
in the devetoped wortd. lt doesn't take too tongto work out why. ln Luke9 version there is no
escapingthefactthattheysaythatwhen God hands out btessings, poorpeoptewittgetmore
than rich peopte. They saythat God discriminates between peopte on the basis of how wett off
they are here and now. And to make sure we don't miss the point, Luke, un[ike Mattheq
inctudes the "Woes" that restate each beatitude in its opposite form: "Woe to you who are rich;
Woe to you who have eaten your fi[t." Perhaps it is not surprising that in the devetoping wortd,
especiatty amongst what are sometimes cal.ted liberation theologians there is a markedty
greater emphasis on Lukeb version than here.

The message is so stark and confronting that commentators wonder if Matthew's version is
proof that, right from the start, wealthier Christians were trying to water it down and spirituatise
it so that they woutdn't feel exctuded by it. So instead of "Blessed are the poor,,, we end up with
"Btessed are the poorln spirit!' lnstead of "Btessed are those who hunger," we end up with
"Btessed are those who hunger for righteousness." Those more spirituatised versions are much
easier to live with, because it is so much easier to convince yoursetf that they fit you.

I rather suspect, though, lhal Luke would have scoffed at such attempts to create some,.wriggle
room". I suspect that he woutd have said that it is atmost impossibte to be simuLtaneousty rich
in things and poor in spirit. Maybe the mini-beatitudes in Jeremiah 17:5-10 are backing him up,
even though at first glance they appear to have more in common with Matthew,s version. ln
Jeremiah it is just one woe and one btessing: "Woe to those who trust in human means and turn



away from the Lord," and "Btessed are those who trust in the Lord.,, lt sounds tike a spirituat
point, but perhaps when we put it atongside Luke's version we can see a significant truth.
Perhaps there is a direct retationship between our weatth and our abitityto trust God.

Jeremiah paints these graphic pictures of the contrasting consequences of trusting in weatth or
trusting in God. Those who trust in their own resources or weatth are tike ptants trying to grow in
the tifetess soil of a salt pan. They can sin k their roots as deep as they tike but it makes no
difference; they stitt find nothing that witt nourish them or give them any reaI tife. By contrast
peopte who trust in God are [ike trees p[anted near a river. Even if there is a serious drought,
their roots stittfind ptenty of nourishment in thewater of [ife.

Now that doesn't automaticalty take us straight back to Luke's account. Maybe one can be rich
and stitt have theirtrust in God rather than in their wea[th? Maybe? Maybe, but when you think
about it, it's not that easy to imagine. I know that for me, anyway, if l'm facing some kind of
probtem and it is within my financiat means to "buy" my way to a sol.ution that is the first thing
l't[ consider. lt seems that it comes most natu ratly to trust in the most concrete source of
support or hetp avaitabte. And that's not usual[y God! For me (and I suspect for most of us) to
learn to trust in God I need to make sure that I don't have an easier aLternative, because to learn
to trust God I need to practice trusting God and I usual.l.y onLy practice when I am forced to by
the tack of atternatives.

So I know that the fact that I am not often faced with an reaL discomfort or serious
inconvenience due to lack of resources is actuatty an impediment to the devel.opment of reaI
depth in myrelationshipwith God because lcan betieve in mysetf sufficiency, in myabitityto
manage my tife.

That's why those taking retigious vows in take a vow of poverty. lt is not because povefty in itsetf
is a good th ing - Jesus ma kes th at c[ear when his beatitudes add hunger and weeping as
characteristics of poverty - it is because prosperity and personaI ownership are highty
addictive and the addiction to them is a major impediment to learning to trust God. ln the
monastic communities, the vow of poverty is not about totaI deprivation, it is about
rel.inquishing personaI ownership and making money a shared thing so that there is al,ways
accountabitity for its use. That way peopte votuntarity retinquish their own purchasing power
and throw themsetves back on God f or their supports. ln such a tifestyte, when you feet
depressed you can't respond by going out and buying stuff to make yoursetf feet better. you have
to actuatty face the depressions and sink roots deeper into God in the search for tiving water. lt
is very much'the road less travelted'.

It is daunting and chaltenging, scary even, but Jesus'words come in the middte of this vision of
promise: those who had nothing are receiving the rea[m of God; those who were hungry are
sitting down to a magnificent banquet; those who were weeping are singing and dancing and
laughing. These images repeated[y characterise the descriptions of the f uture God is promising.
It is a thritting vision of justice and peace, of a wortd of joy and [ove; a worl.d made new where
suffering and crying and oppression witt be gone forever. lt's a vision that fitts us with hope and
anticipation.

But, here in lukeS account of the beatitudes, we are reminded that there are obstacles to
inheriting this vision, and we are in one of the parts of the world for whom these obstactes are
the biggest danger. Those who invested in money and things in this wortd mayfind that they are



i. \ \

so il,t-equipped for the tife of the Kingdom of God that they miss the boat entirety. God is ctearty

described by Jesus as ptaying favourites: God shows favouritism to those who have atways

missed out before.

Jesus says simitar things numerous times. When it comes to the reatm of God it is not so much

a matter of how religious you are. Jesus totd the retigious peopte that many of those whom they
regarded as sinners woutd have an easier time entering the Kingdom than them. God has seen

that some peopte are atways getting [eft out and decreed that in the Kingdom those peopte witt
get prefe rentia I treatment.

ln gLobat terms, we are among the tucky ones. Our [eve[ of prosperity and comfort puts most of

usinthetopl0 -15o/oofthewortd'speopte.ltdoesn'ttaketoomuchtookingatthespirituaL
state of our nation to reatise the price we are paying for it. You can measure it either bythe state

of the churches or by the levets of psychotogical itlness, famity breakdown, suicide rates - and

ours are amongst the very worst, and either way you't[ not find a picture that suggests that
prosperity has been an unquatified good for us.

"The writing is on the wa[[ for you who are weatthy," says Jesus, "for you've had your goodies."

"Btessed are you who are poor now for the reatm of God witt be yours."

It's tough btessing for us to hear, but it chatlenges us, it challenges our ittusions of autonomy
and it chattenges us to embody compassion, to calt to mind those who God puts first and act in
such ways that we put them first and our society puts them first.

May f idetity to this vision of God for our world be as a btessing to us and for the word's heating.

May it be so among us Amen


