
BLESSED & CURSED

Jeremiah 17:5-10; Psalm 1; 1 Corinthians 15:12-20; Luke 6:17-26

“The main work of a leader is to bless. The person at the top, the one who is serving as a

leader, rarely does the actual work. You don’t make things happen. You bless that which ought to

happen.”

That’s what one distinguish management coach said.

The coach continued by saying, “An effective leader keeps focusing the energies of an

organization on the main thing, keeping the main thing, the main thing. Focus is achieved by the

leader praising those things that ought to be done and by criticizing or ignoring those things which

ought not to be done.”

It’s not enough simply to bless, to praise, and to laud certain values and goals. There must

also be some criticism or denigration of counter values and goals.

“The leader must never go negative, must always be positive in his or her leadership,” the

management guru declared.

But that’s not good enough. Constant positivity, always stressing what’s right without ever

being honest about what’s wrong can appear to be dishonest. At some point the leader must honestly

state the problems and challenges that the organization faces.

“You’ve got to do more than just make plans and cast a vision about what you are going to do;

you’ve also got to be clear about what you will stop doing in order to do the work that is most

important for you to do,” advised a wise consultant.

By watching what a leader blesses (and what the leader, in effect, curses) you can learn a

great deal not only about the commitments and goals of the leader but also about the proper work of

the organization.
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At the company’s annual meeting the effective CEO clearly communicates, “In the coming

year this is what we are going to undertake in order to accomplish our mission and this is what we

are going to ignore—in order to accomplish your mission."

Most of us are not leaders. We’re followers. Following takes skill too. Followers look to their

leaders to send them the signals and the clues for how they ought to act in order to be good

followers.

We are assembled here in worship today as followers of Jesus Christ. I guess you could say

that I am a leader, but really I’m the lead follower of the followers. That’s why we gather. We’re here

to receive our marching instructions.

And that’s just what our leader, Jesus Christ, does in today’s Gospel. Jesus reveals his own

values, makes explicit the specific details of his mission. In his address, he blesses the situation of

some while cursing the situation of others.

In his Sermon on the Plain, Jesus raises his eyes to his disciples and says:

“Happy are you who are poor, because God’s kingdom is yours.”

Bless you, all you poor. How happy to be poor! Say What? The rich work the world to our

advantage, constructing our laws, our tax structure, higher education to benefit ourselves. So, as we

say, the rich get richer, by forcing the poor into even greater poverty. Jesus doesn’t bless the rich for

our ambition, drive, and economic savvy. He blesses the poor.

“Happy are you who hunger now, because you will be satisfied.”

Oh how fortunate are those of you who were hungry. Again, we do a double-take. Is Jesus

serious? There’s not much greater pain than an empty stomach. Imagine putting your children to bed

each night hungry. Most of us here can’t imagine such a situation because we’ve never been hungry.

Yet millions are hungry, and let us note, Jesus blesses them, promising them that when God gets
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what God wants, when God’s business plan is finally realized, “you will be satisfied.”

"Happy are you who weep now, because you will laugh."

Are you in mourning, deep in grief? Good news. Jesus, Lord of all, blesses you, promising that

one day “you will laugh.” For most of us, grief is a temporary intrusion, an unwelcome guest that most

of us try to get out of our lives as quickly as possible. But there are those who are condemned to

perpetual sadness and mourning. If you happen to know one of those people who, in various ways,

“weep now, tell them the news: Jesus promises, “you will laugh."

Notice that Jesus speaks in the future tense. He doesn’t say that it’s happiness to be hungry,

to mourn, to be impoverished now. He says that in the future, when God’s kingdom comes on earth

as in heaven, you will be satisfied, happy, and rich.

Happy are you when people hate you, reject you, insult you, and condemn your name as evil

because of the Human One. Rejoice when that happens! Leap for joy because you have a great

reward in heaven. Their ancestors did the same things to the prophets."

The times when I’ve suffered (too strong a word), felt down, or been left out, shunned and

disrespected because of Jesus, have been few. But millions all over the world are being shut out,

impoverished, put down because of their Christian faith. Maybe some of you have lived your faith in

Jesus so openly, exuberantly, that the world has felt the need to stifle you by ridicule or rejection.

Well, if that’s happened to you, “great is your reward in heaven.” God loves you as much as God

loves all of the great but persecuted prophets of old.

Wow. It’s quite revealing to note whom Jesus blesses and whom he fails to bless. I confess

that I don’t think too much about the poor in our community. Too depressing. Not sure of what I can

do to change their lot. And though as a minister I spend a good deal of time caring for those who

mourn, I’ve not done much mourning myself, and I don’t want to. Many people who go through
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bereavement report that people seem to avoid them rather than bless them with a visit or a

conversation. Who wants to be around sad people?

So let us note that Jesus focuses on people in circumstances that we try to avoid. Jesus talks

about issues that we want to bypass.

Or perhaps we want to say, “Jesus, your sermon isn’t really relevant in this congregation.

Sure, we have our problems, our occasional heartaches and pain, but on the whole we’re not

overburdened with impoverishment, grief, and hunger. Why don’t you talk about something that

relates to us?”

And that’s when Jesus says, “My sermon is not yet finished. May I continue? Having blessed

and reassured some, I’ve got a very different word for others.”

The preacher’s voice changes its tone. But how terrible for you who are rich, because you

have already received your comfort.

Those of you who have lots of stuff, who have had the best that this world has to offer, the

finest quality of everything your hearts desired, look out.

How terrible for you who have plenty now, because you will be hungry.

Hey Jesus, are you talking about me? I’ve got a pension plan, but it’s not that well funded. My

house isn’t that big. It’s a bungalow! Is my particular portion of “plenty” worth such severe

condemnation?

How terrible for you who laugh now, because you will mourn and weep.

Listen up, you happy ones. It’s your turn to weep.

How terrible for you when all speak well of you.

Their ancestors did the same things to the false prophets.

If you have always scored high on your annual performance evaluation, if your friends are
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many and your enemies few, watch out.

I don’t know about you, but I much prefer Matthew’s version of this Sermon on the Plain, which

is known as the beloved Sermon on the Mount. And yet even if Jesus had not moved from blessing

to warning and judgment, we would still have cause for discomfort.

Let me conclude, not by tying all of Jesus’s sermon up in a bow, explaining to you that you

really should not be discomforted by the Sermon on the Plain. Jesus doesn’t do that, nor should I. Let

me end by sharing some of my questions upon hearing Jesus cast his vision of his coming kingdom.

Having heard what our leader blesses, and affirms as well as what he condemns and ignores, here

are my questions:

If Jesus’s sermon sounds harsh and challenging to us, particularly in its listing of woes to the

happy and secure, maybe that’s a commentary on the limits of our congregation. I can imagine that

there are churches where there are people who, upon hearing Jesus bless the poor, the mournful,

and the hungry would say, “Amen! What a wonderful God!” Why are there so few of those people

gathered with us to hear Jesus’s sermon?

Even though Jesus doesn’t fill his sermons with imperatives, “should,” “ought,” “must,” maybe

the Holy Spirit is touching you right now, making you ask yourself, “If I profit from the world’s

abundance, and if I’m to follow Jesus, what’s my responsibility to be a blessing to the poor, the

mournful, the hungry and the harassed?

Which leads me to a third question. If this is truly what God thinks about us and our systems of

reward and our distribution of the earth’s bounty, if this is a peek at the destination where one day

God will have moved all heaven and earth, then how should I live my life so that I might be, in my

own little way, a sign that points others to who God is and what God is up to.

End of sermon. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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