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In the name of Jesus, who would have us choose blessing over woe. Amen.

Blessed or cursed…wicked or righteous…folly or wisdom…blessing or woe…preachers often speak about a “red thread” connecting the lessons on a given Sunday…I think today’s connection is more of a red highway!

In one way or another, all our lessons speak of the choices that face us throughout our lives. Not just one great big, winner takes all choice necessarily, but ALL our everyday choices…all those choices that make up how we live as our life path unfurls before us. 

Jeremiah is one of the great, cranky prophets of the Old Testament. The passage we heard this morning was delivered to the people of Judah, as they were facing the onslaught of the Babylonian war machine. The people of Judah had been unfaithful to God…they had repeatedly chosen foolishly! But Jeremiah stands witness to them…and to us…that God remains faithful…even in the face of the messy, misguidedness of human decisions, experiences and actions. God is undeterred by humanity’s bad choices…and though humanity may have to suffer the consequences of those bad choices, God stands faithfully offering options for good and wise choices…even in the midst of the chaos and suffering.

Psalm 1 definitely provides clear instructions on just how we can learn to make those good and wise choices…constant meditation upon God’s will, in order to discern what God would have us do in any and every situation. And we’re again graphically warned as to what will happen to those who are “wicked”…those who actively make those bad choices that lead us into sin.

Which is where we meet Paul and the Corinthians, isn’t it? For Paul, Death…the sidekick of Sin…isn’t a neutral force. It’s an anti-God power that must be destroyed if Creation is to experience abundant life. The God Jesus has introduced to Paul is a God of life. God’s defeat of Death is the signal that God has defeated the power of Sin. God’s resurrection of Jesus is the surety, the first fruit, that God will defeat the powers of Death and Sin for ALL Creation. It’s the decisive act that has determined God’s ultimate victory.

So we know how to make good and wise choices; we know what happens when we make bad or wicked choices; with Paul, we know that God has defeated Death and Sin for all Creation, but we also know we have a responsibility for making those good and wise choices that will accord with Jesus’ teachings, life examples, and God’s will. Are we living up to this charge?

Luke tries to help us with getting this right! For Luke, Jesus is the final end-time prophet…the prophet who announces the partial manifestations of the reality of God in this present, while at the same time pointing to its completion in the second coming. That’s kind of a complicated way of saying that as followers of Jesus we’re to live in the present on the basis of the values and practices of God’s Kingdom. We’re to live like the Kingdom has ALREADY come. 

Matthew’s Jesus gives his Beatitudes from a high place, blessing his hearers as he began his ministry, rather than setting conditions they had to follow in order to receive blessings. Luke comes from a totally different perspective, though his words may sound similar. Recall that in our passage this morning, Jesus is standing “on a level place.” The word “level” in Ancient thought often refers to places of corpses, disgrace, idolatry, suffering, misery, hunger, annihilation, and mourning. Luke places Jesus teaching the way of God’s Kingdom in the midst of the world as such a level place. Jesus…then and now…stands in a broken level world teaching us ways to live in the present, that will prepare us for the coming renewal through the completion of the coming of the Kingdom of God.

So how do WE manifest the values and practices of the Kingdom in the midst of the level places of life? First, we need to do a little code breaking…a little translation will be helpful. Luke uses the word “blessed” here to indicate we’re aware in the present of having a place in the movement toward the Kingdom. To be clear, “blessed” does not mean an absence of struggle. He’s clear that to be a part of the community moving towards the Kingdom can invite hatred, exclusion, being reviled, and being defamed as others reject the Kingdom and its witnesses. To be blessed is to live through such opposition aware that the struggle is temporary and that ‘your reward is great in heaven,’ that is, that God will gather the faithful into the Kingdom. 

However, to live under the verdict of “woe” means condemnation…suffering under curse in the present and receiving final consignment to eternal punishment after the second coming. The woeful may not experience apparent discomfort during this life. But they mistake the wealth, overflowing tables, good times, and clubby relationships for God’s highest purposes.

Though Jesus doesn’t outright call upon his audience to make specific choices as part of the dialog, the fact that we need to choose is definitely implied. Luke…and Jesus…want us to choose the way of blessing. Making wise everyday choices that will prepare us…and the world for the second coming…is what’s at the heart of our Gospel this morning. But it’s not as simple as it might sound on the surface…meaning, though we don’t actively choose to live a sinful, wicked life, we could very well be passively leading one, given this definition of woe. 

Our challenge with this Gospel is that the lives we lead today are much closer to those who were designated as woeful…those of Luke’s world who had wealth, were full, and laughing, and were in good social standing according to the standards of the old age. Few of us are deeply hungry for (much less weeping for) the level of social transformation implied in living as though the Kingdom has already come.

Luke is hoping to shock each of us into actively, consciously taking stock of our choices…just how we’re living…what we’re doing with our wealth…how we’re using any and all of our resources in the service of the community. Luke is asking us to consider carefully our dedication to God’s Kingdom…if we’re truly part of the Kingdom, it’s already in the process of coming and we had better be making our life choices based upon this reality! I can hear Luke’s admonishing voice in the bidding from last week’s 10 AM Prayers of the People: “I ask your prayers for the wealthy, the free and the healthy, that they may use their possessions to aid those in need. Pray for compassion among people.”

Blessed or cursed…wicked or righteous…folly or wisdom…blessing or woe…every day…every choice…is an opportunity to declare whether we live foolishly in the old age where sin and death hold sway or live with the blessed in the Kingdom coming. The season of Lent is very close…perhaps this is the year you choose to use your time in the desert to purposely consider your life choices. Are you living a Kingdom life? 
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