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“Blessings and woes”
Jeremiah 17:5-10 & Luke 6:17-26

I was on O‘ahu late in the week for a meeting.  Late Thursday afternoon I called the Pagoda Hotel in Honolulu to see about making an overnight reservation.  I was planning to check in on Friday afternoon and leave early Saturday morning.

But to my dismay I was told that no rooms were available.  They were sold out for the weekend.  I was reminded that I was headed to O‘ahu on the weekend of the NFL Pro Bowl at Aloha Stadium and that it was very likely all of the hotel rooms on the island were sold out.

My sister and her family live in Mililani.  I called her as soon as I realized the prospects of getting a hotel room were next to nil.  I left a message on Thursday but did not hear from her.  I grew a bit concerned wondering if she was not even at home but away on vacation.

I was feeling a bit woeful after making several unsuccessful telephone calls.  When I boarded the flight on Friday morning I had still not heard from her.  But by the time I arrived in Honolulu I picked up her voice mail and was relieved to know that they were not on vacation and that everyone was at home.
When I arrived at their home late Friday afternoon her son - my nephew - was there and soon after that my sister arrived with her daughter - my niece.  Her husband, Gary, had called to let her know that he had one more case to attend to at the hospital.
On her way home she stopped at Star Market in Mililani to pick up something for dinner – chicken and an apple pie.  At the same time she was making her stop at Star Market I was stopping at Safeway to pick up something for dinner.

If you are wondering what it was that I picked up, let me just say two things – chicken and an apple pie.  My sister and I had a good laugh but discovered that while there was some similarity in what we had chosen, we were able to determine that her chicken was deep fried and my chicken was roasted.

We had both spent a long day at work.  I mentioned to her that I was anxious about preparing the sermon for the day as she began preparing the dinner.

We had the chicken and apple pies.  While my sister prepared a salad and cooked a pot of rice, I sat down with my laptop computer.
“Eh, Naomi!” I asked, “Do you remember that song we used sing when we used to go to church with mama?”

“Count your blessings name them one by one.”  I had barely gotten to the word “your” when she joined in and continued, “Count your blessings see what God has done.  Count your many blessings, name them one by one.  Count your blessings see what God has done.”

That was over 45 years ago.  My sister was still in grade school and I was still in high school.  But we remembered the song.
I suppose that’s as it should be.  We were children then.  The lyrics to the song reflects a bit of the innocence and naiveté of our childhood years.  But they were a source of comfort whenever we felt troubled or overwhelmed.
Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke is about blessings and woes.  Jesus surprises and challenges the disciples and a great multitude of people to consider the consequences of living a life of faith and discipleship and so he speaks of blessings and woes.   There were those listening to him who would have considered a blessing as a sign of God’s favor and woe as a sign of God’s disapproval.
But Jesus’ teaching is about something more.  He manages to turn our traditional perceptions upside down about what we assume is God's favor and God's disapproval.
After Jesus goes up to a mountain to pray and stay the night, he returns the next morning to call the disciples together and to choose twelve of them as apostles.  As they come down the mountain, they find an enormous crowd of people waiting for them, seeking healing.

There were Jews coming from Judea and Jerusalem and Gentiles from Tyre and Sidon.  In this remarkable mix of disciples and people, Jesus turns to the them and says, “Blessed are you . . . ” 

In our reading, Luke marks the beginning of a period of instruction for the disciples before he sends them out on their own (Luke 9:6).  Jesus’ first teaching becomes the basis for what is commonly called the Beatitudes.  These sayings are also recorded in The Gospel According to Matthew (5:1-12).  

In Matthew, no “woes” are mentioned.  However, they are in Luke’s account.  Luke includes four sets of blessings and woes.  Parallel pairings of blessings and woes appear:  poor/rich, hungry/full, weeping/laughing, and rejected/accepted.
By using the word “you” in each pairing, Jesus seems to suggest that the crowd included individuals living in each situation.  For those who were his followers Jesus’ words then seemed full of justice and mercy.  But for others they may have seemed harsh and judgmental.  In his day and time Luke challenged the prevailing view that the rich and powerful alone were blessed.

Luke understood Jesus and his message of God’s reign as a reversal of such values.  We need only to recall Mary’s words as she anticipates the birth of Jesus:  “God has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly . . . God has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52-53).

In Luke, we see a Jesus who did not want followers who would simply fit into social, religious, and political structures that often excluded the powerless and exalted the powerful.  We see a Jesus who called them to a faith that reached out to lift up those whom others put down.  We see a Jesus who often included those whom others, even religious leaders, rejected.  Luke wanted us to understand that Jesus pronounced woe on those who were more concerned about their own self interest than the interest of others and that he pronounced blessing on those who trusted in God’s presence now and forever.
When Ann Glen, a member of the Outreach Committee stopped by the church office late in the week, we talked about a request that was received from a woman needing food.  Together with Larry Dow, another member of the committee, they were able to purchase what was needed through our partnership with the Maui Food Bank.
All of the requests that are received are initially processed by Ann.  Once that work is done it is brought to the attention of committee members for their review and action.  No names are provided for reasons of confidentiality but she is able to provide information descriptive of the situation for each person or family.  As she described the situation of the woman needing food I began to wonder how it was that a person could be in such a predicament.
She was not in the best of health in more ways than one.  Ann said the woman was faced with a number of challenges to her physical and mental health.  It looked like she needed to have some serious dental work done.  There seemed to be issues around her relationship with her daughter and it was not clear what her relationship was with her husband.

They had just moved into a "new" place that was far from new.  Ann described the condition of the house and it was clear that it was less than ideal.

As I listened to Ann I found myself thinking how is it possible for someone in such a state of woe?  I wondered if those who listened to Jesus’ teaching of the Beatitudes were not right in concluding that a blessing is a sign of God’s favor and what may cause woe is a sign of God’s disapproval.

But Jesus turns that thought upside down.  Usually people see those who are blessed as persons who are rich and fed, laughing and acclaimed.  Jesus sees just the opposite.  He proclaimed that persons who are poor and hungry, weeping and persecuted, are the ones instead who are blessed.  

It’s a difficult lesson to comprehend.  Where is the blessing in being poor and hungry, weeping and persecuted?  Barbara A. Gerlach, a writer, provides us with her observation of the things that make for peace (The Things That Make for Peace, The Pilgrim Press, 1981, page 37):
“It is when we are pushed to the edge of human possibility by our poverty or our grief, by our thirst for righteousness or our search for peace, by our suffering or our love that God meets us.  In these moments, which are our perfection and our peace, God comes to us as a sure as the taste of salt on our tongues.”
But I believe it would be a mistake for us to assume that this means there is great virtue for someone to be in poverty, hunger, sorrow, and persecution.  Such experiences continue to plaque the lives of so many.  Perhaps rather than asking the question:  “Where is the blessing in being poor and hungry, weeping and persecuted?” we should be asking:  “What is our response to those who are poor and hungry, weeping and persecuted?”  If God is to meet any of us it is likely that one of the ways will be through the touch of another human being.  
Ann said that when they delivered the food to the woman, they stood outside her home for a moment.  “Before we left,” Ann added, “I gave her a hug.  She held on to me and it felt as though she didn’t want to let go.”

I thought about what Ann said in the days that followed as I remembered the song my sister and I sang in the kitchen of her home.  “Count your blessings name them one by one. Count your blessings see what God has done.  Count your blessings, name them one by one. Count your many blessings see what God has done.”
I know that what Ann and Larry were able to do in providing food to someone who was hungry was a blessing to her.  But I also know that in her hunger and her embrace of Ann she became a blessing to Ann, to Larry, and in a very special way, a blessing to us all.
Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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