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Sixth Sunday After Epiphany
A week ago, Thursday night, our year-long Lutheran Course gathered for its monthly meeting.

We took a look at what Lutherans teach and preach about Jesus Christ.

Helping us was a DVD, which featured New Testament scholar, Barbara Rossing.
Professor Rossing (Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago) shared a wonderful image.
She said when you invite Jesus into your heart, Jesus brings his friends.

Professor Rossing proceeded to list the folks Jesus counted as friends…

Tax collectors, sinners, prostitutes, lame, physically disabled, mentally disturbed, and the poor.

Our gospel this morning is consistent with this teaching.
To a crowd of the distressed and diseased, 

Jesus proclaims a message of hope and healing - You are loved by God!

You are prized in the eyes of God and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise.

In spite of your poverty, your hunger, your tears…God is with you.

And it is the presence of God which alone gives you the kingdom, fills all of your empty places.

If only Jesus stopped at that point… 
We could all go home today with a warm and fuzzy feeling inside, 

about God’s care for the underprivileged, without ever having to look at our own lives.
Isn’t it nice that in our dog-eat-dog world God cares for those no one else does?
If only Jesus stopped with the blessings… but he didn’t and doesn’t.

Woe to the rich, the full, the amused, the well spoken of…. Woe, woe, woe…

There is a prophetic edge to Jesus’ preaching that must not be overlooked or watered down.
An edge that is guaranteed to ruffle a few feathers,

Jesus’ prophetic preaching seeks transformation in the hearts of all who hear.
It seeks to disarm and define us as his disciples.
You see, Jesus disarms the rich of every age.

Whereas we may not put ourselves in the category of ‘wealthy’,

when you compare our lives with the rest of the world, we are among the privileged.

We have food on our tables, and in our refrigerators and freezers.

We have a great many things and pastimes which amuse and entertain us.

Woe to us?  We have our consolation?  We will be hungry?  We will mourn and weep?

When folks speak well of us, we are like the false prophets of old?

Doesn’t Jesus know the trade offs and sacrifices that we have made to be where we are?

The late nights and lost sleep, the long commutes and short hours with family…

The traveling across country and globe, the endless meetings and hours volunteered…
…So that we can live with a good name in a nice town, in a nice house, with nice things.

If we –as respectable, church-going folks, are not able to earn the kingdom of God, who can?
Jesus’ words are disarming because he takes values of wealth and turns upside down.

Wealth back then as now, largely determined a person’s worth in society.

Those with wealth had more influence, more intelligence, more respect…
There were even those who went as far as to link wealth with the very favor of God.

This false gospel continues to be preached; “God blesses the rich with abundance.”

Jesus, the prophet preacher, disarms the arrogance of wealth, when he declares, 

“God blesses the poor with the kingdom”.

The rich are not more loved by God – in fact it is the poor who are the first friends of Jesus.

The weak, the unable, those last in line at the Soup Kitchen – are they very first in the kingdom.

First in the kingdom to which all are invited… regardless of the size of our bank accounts.
Strange?  Absolutely!  Counter cultural?  You bet!
In a dramatic way we are brought to a very basic teaching of Jesus that is truly disarming…

The kingdom of God is given – it is not earned.

It can’t be bought… all the riches of the world are absolutely worthless compared to it.

God’s kingdom is a gift of GRACE.

Whereas we might find Jesus words of woe disarming, they are also meant to be defining.

If Jesus announces to the poor, the hungry, those who weep – the blessings of God…

If Jesus teaches that the diseased and distressed have a special place in the heart of God…

Then it ought to have implications for the way disciples of Jesus choose to live their lives.

Jesus invites us to consider his friends… the poor, the sick, the distressed… as our own.

This defines our shared ministry as a Church.

We are called to provide tangible care and relief for the poor.

We are also called to advocate for change in the systems that keep people in poverty…

This is not a political agenda but a moral imperative.

Jesus’ teaching defines ministry as not ‘about us’ but about reaching out to ‘others’.

Ultimately, it boils down to a matter of trust.

Do we go through life trusting in our own abilities, our own wealth, our own selves?

Woe to those who do……. For there will come the day when such trust will be seen as foolish.

Or do we trust in God to provide the things that really matter in life?

Trusting in God, we will realize that God alone is the true source of all blessing.

Trusting in God, we will make the choices and trade offs which put others first.

Trusting in God, we will live lives full of meaning and purpose.
What an amazing invitation… which truly doesn’t sound like much of a trade off.
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