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A passage from T. S. Eliot's poem “Little Gidding,” goes like this: 
 
 And last, the rending pain of re-enactment 
 Of all that you have done, and been; the shame 
 Of motives late revealed, and the awareness  
 Of things ill done and one to others' harm 
 Which once you took for exercise of virtue. 
 Then fools' approval stings, and honor stains. 
 
You know, when you finally see things clearly, differently? Our lesson for this morning is about that.This first 
section of what is known as Luke's Sermon on the Plain; Luke's version of Jesus' beatitudes is about looking at 
life from a different vantage point. And that vantage point is, of course, the vantage point of God, or of God's 
culture, of the ways God actually intends and has created life to work. That vantage point is supposed to be the 
vantage point from which the church examines the life within us and around us. And Luke makes it clear that 
he's intending this sermon of Jesus for the church! He has Jesus come down and stand on a level place with both 
“a great crowd of his disciples and a great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast of Tyre 
and Sidon.” He makes a distinction right away between those two groups because just a few verses later, before 
Jesus begins his sermon says Luke, “he looked up at his disciples and said...” 
 
And then he begins the sermon. That is, this is for disciples. This is for the church. And that makes a difference. 
Jesus describes to disciples, to those who are already trying to follow his way, to love as he loves, the way life 
really is. This is for the church. It's so that disciples might know how to understand this life they are trying to 
live, that they might be convicted if need be, that they might be encouraged if need be, that they might be 
strengthened in it. Luke's church was in danger in its practice and in its thinking of just slipping right into the 
status quo ways of the surrounding culture. In first century Palestine, it was generally assumed that if you were 
poor, hungry and suffering, you were out of favor with God. The moral economy of the culture was based on a 
divine reward system. The best are blessed. And vice versa: the blessed are best. And, it's generally agreed 
among New Testament scholars that the audience of Luke's church contained the greatest number of wealthy 
folks, compared to the audiences of the other gospel writers. 
 

So, it's no coincidence that Luke's gospel has by far the most challenges to disciples about material 
possessions. Luke knew how easy it was for them to stay in the comfort zone of the culture, because 
they were the ones who'd benefited from it! He knew of their need for constant reminding that in Jesus' 
teaching, life, death and resurrection, they'd been given a different perspective from which to 
understand life. They'd been given new eyes from which to see what was really happening in them and 
in the community during the low times and during the high times. They knew in Jesus' death and 
resurrection that things are pretty much always different than they seem. Well, it doesn't take much for 
us to know that Luke's well-heeled church is more like us than probably any of the other churches 
addressed in the New Testament. In any honest assessment, we know that comparatively speaking in 
churches around the world, we in America are a pretty wealthy bunch. Comparatively speaking, we are 
the rich, the well-fed, and the “laughing” for being pretty much on top of life. 
 
And we also know, don't we, that we are always in danger of assuming and seeking to “Christianize” the 
dominant values of the surrounding culture? That moral economy based on a divine reward system may be a 
little more cloaked than in was in first century Palestine, but it still rears its head, doesn't it? “How could that 
have happened to him, or to me? We're good people!” And we often assume in the back of our minds, if not 
spoken aloud, that if someone is poor it's probably because they're lazy or just aren't living right. And the 
“gospel of success” is pretty much the same thing isn't it? Because in any of its forms what it says is: “success” 



is what we really believe in, being “blessed” by having more. So, give us any activity that the culture is 
presently into, or finding enjoyable, and we'll put the name “Christian” in front of it and try to capitalize on it. 
“Christian” aerobics? 
 
And then there is that book: “Jesus as CEO,” which is billed as an “inspirational guide for business managers 
(that) combines spiritual and professional advice on how to work with and motivate others as a means of 
accomplishing shared goals and achieving economic success.” In other words, how to use faith in Jesus to make 
it big. Because, there's nothing quite like “success,” is there? Luke would remind us, the church, that we know 
better than that, that we have been given different eyes, a different vantage point from which to judge life. 
Listen, in this text Jesus describes for us how life really is. “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of God.” Or, as Peterson translates those verses: “You're blessed when you've lost it all. God's 
kingdom is there for the finding. You're blessed when you're ravenously hungry. Then you're ready for the 
Messianic meal. You're blessed when the tears flow freely. Joy comes with the morning.” Count yourself 
blessed every time someone cuts you down or throws you out, every time someone smears or blackens your 
name” or account of something you've said or done because of who I am. “What that means is that the truth is 
too close for comfort and that that person is uncomfortable.” 
 
You see, these are not directions for becoming blessed. That whole enterprise is based on score-keeping and in 
the cross of Christ score-keeping has already been thrown out. Rather, they are descriptions of what those who 
are aligned with God will experience, true blessing. Luke is saying to his church, “We, who have come to know 
who God is in Jesus Christ, will be unafraid to be poor, unafraid to be despised, unafraid to mourn. We know 
what true blessing is! We know that a life of simplicity, poverty and even hardship can be a life filled with joy 
and meaning in the grace of God. We know that God is there with us as close as breath even in the things that 
make us weep and mourn deeply. So, we know that even so, we will laugh again. Joy will come in the morning. 
And we will laugh even at the things that made us weep. We know what's really going on when people despise 
us for acting on behalf of those who are seen as the enemy, or those who've been judged as unacceptable. We 
know what's really going on because we've seen it before in the crucifixion of Jesus. We can take courage and 
even rejoice in that persecution. 
 
These are descriptions of the deeper truth that we know and from whose vantage point we are called to live our 
lives. And the “woes” Jesus pronounces are not punishments to be dealt out, but just like the “blesseds” are 
descriptions of our experience, but from the other side. They are truthful descriptions of the way life is when we 
are out of alignment with God's culture and more in alignment with ours. And we know they're true, too, don't 
we? There's trouble ahead when we think we've got it made, when we look around at all our “stuff” and say 
we've been “blessed.” There's trouble ahead because all that stuff, all those surface “blessings” are growing 
more and more likely to be all that we have. Nothing to really feed you, nothing to really give deep meaning and 
joy to your life. And beware, says Jesus, when everyone always speaks well of you, it's likely that you've begun 
to lose your soul. 
 
Jesus simply describes how life really is, that we might be reminded, that we might be convicted, that we might 
be encouraged, that we might be strengthened. Susan Taylor told of the lessons she learned from experiencing a 
California earthquake. She was in bed in the early hours of the morning when the earthquake struck. As her 
house shook, she tumbled from bed. She managed to stand underneath an arched doorway in her hall and 
watched in horror as her whole home literally tumbled down around her.  Where her bed once stood, she later 
discovered nothing but a pile of rubble. She lost everything – every button, every dish, her automobile, every 
stitch of clothing. She sat huddled, scared and crying in the darkness of her house. It was very early in the 
morning and the sun had not yet risen.  She began to call out for help, crying and calling. But, as exhaustion set 
in, she thought maybe she should be listening for rescuers rather than calling out. So, she grew still and listened. 
 
But, in the silence around her all she could hear was the beating of her own heart. It occurred to her then that at 
least she was alive! She may have lost everything else, but not her life. And as she thought about that she was 
flooded with a feeling of indescribable peace and joy, the likes of which she'd never known. In fact, in the 
deepest part of her being, Susan knew she had nothing to fear whether or not she was ever rescued. For the first 



time, she really got it that her true security lay deep within and did not depend on anything material, not even 
her physical safety. 
 
Later, she heard sirens and voices of people calling out to her. They'd found her. But this is what she says: 
“Before the quake I had all the trappings of success, but my life was out of balance. I wasn't happy because I 
was clinging to things in my life and always wanting more. My home, my job, my clothes, a relationship – I 
thought they were my security.” She adds, “There's a power within us that we can depend upon no matter what 
is happening around us. Now each day of my life I take time to sit in silence and allow God to be God in me.” 
Now, I wonder where that came from? We know where that came from! That's faith in the cross and resurrection 
of Jesus. The faith that even there, even on a cross, God was present. Not even in the loss of physical safety, not 
even in death is God absent. So, we can live unafraid to love as God loves, unafraid to follow wherever God 
leads. Because no matter what, joy comes with the morning. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


