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Lucas 6:20-31 

 

 When we think of the beatitudes—the “blessed are…”—Luke’s retelling of 

these classic lines by Jesus is not the version that usually comes to mind. Matthew’s 

version is far more popular and well-known. Matthew recounts Jesus beatitudes as 

part of his sermon on the mount, which also contains a lot of other of Jesus’ “greatest 

hits,” you might say. In Matthew’s version, Jesus is more poetic, more eloquent, 

more spiritual, whereas Luke is much more frank and economic. Whereas Matthew 

reports Jesus saying: “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” in Luke it’s “Blessed are you 

who are poor.” Whereas in Matthew’s telling, Jesus says: “Blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness,” in Luke it is, “Blessed are you who are hungry.” 

Period. Plus, in Matthew’s retelling, Jesus has a few extra beatitudes that are 

beautiful and nowhere to be found in Luke: Blessed are the peacemakers, blessed 

are the merciful, blessed are the pure in heart. What Jesus says here in Luke is more 

practical. Here Jesus focuses on actual hunger, actual poverty, no their spiritualized 

counterparts.  

 Another reason for the popularity of Matthew’s version is the lack of the 

“Woe to you” counterbalance to the beatitudes. In Matthew, Jesus speaks of the 

blessed, but has no harsh words for others. Not so of Jesus in Luke. For every 

“Blessed are you…” Jesus has an opposing “Woe unto you.” Jesus is very intentional 

in his parallelism. Blessed are you who are poor now…But woe to you who are rich 

now. Blessed are you who hunger now…but woe to you who are full now…blessed 

are you who weep now…But woe to you who are laughing now. Blessed are you 

when people hate you, exclude you, revile you, Rejoice for that is what their 

ancestors did to the prophets…But woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is 

what their ancestors did to the FALSE prophets.  

 On one hand, I have a lot of admiration for Jesus here. He does not sugar-coat 

things. Luke’s retelling of the beatitudes are the “trick” to Matthew’s “treat.” 

According to Luke, Jesus tells it like it is. Times are hard. A lot of people are down 

and out and in need of some consolation. And another, much smaller swath of 

people have all that they need: food, wealth, joy, good reputation. I am glad Jesus 

doesn’t shy away from getting concrete, from talking about physical things: money, 

food.  

 But this also raises so many questions for me. For example: if the poor are 

blessed, then what are the rich to do? Donate all their money and live on the street 

in order to also be blessed? And what of the poor…should they refrain from trying to 

better their situation, lest they lose their blessing? Does Jesus really mean that we 

shouldn’t laugh, but should go around sad and mourning, since those who weep are 

blessed? And does it mean we should all act in ways that get us universally hated? 

Or are we inherently bad just because we live comfortably? And Jesus doesn’t really 

demarcate where the line is between rich and poor, so how do we know where we 

stand and which of these sayings apply to us? There is not a gray area. Jesus here is 

speaking in black and white. Either you are one or the other. There is no middle 

class, no half-way sated, no “okay” state of emotion, there is no “neutrally viewed by 

others” category.  

 I recently read an article about a man named Daniel Suelo who would likely 

rank among the blessed in Jesus’ characterization. Daniel lives in a cave outside of 

Moab, Utah. He scavenges for food, owns nothing. The reporter who heard of him 



 

 

2 

 

and visited him and wrote about him says when he arrived at the cave he found a 

note saying: “Chris, feel free to use anything, eat anything. Nothing in here is mine.” 

Daniel came to live here after travelling the world. He lived in a rural village in 

Ecuador, spent time at Buddhist monastery in Thailand, and spent time in India as a 

Sadhu—a wandering ascetic who renounces possessions and seeks enlightenment. 

Finally, he decided to return to the U.S., but seek to maintain that lifestyle in a 

culture and country where it would be much more difficult to do so. It doesn’t get 

much poorer than Daniel: he has no money and lives on whatever he can forage in 

the canyon or find discarded in Moab. So he must be among the most blessed for his 

poverty. Yet, he is happy. He laughed with Chris, the reporter, and amazingly, has 

never missed a meal—though some of his meals are sparse compared to what we 

are used to. So what should Daniel do: be constantly mourning? Find ways to be 

hated by the Moab community rather than regarded somewhere between neutrally 

to benevolent pity? And should we emulate him, sell all we have and make do? 

 Our natural impulse is to read Jesus’ beatitudes and try to find ourselves in 

his words. Are we the poor or the rich? Are we full or hungry? Hmmm…well I had a 

bowl of cereal this morning, and a handful of candy corn, and a cup of coffee. Are we 

laughing or weeping? Well, neither at this exact moment. Since Jesus lays things out 

in these firmly delineated categories, our instinct is to classify ourselves, to rank 

ourselves. Even when we don’t have clearly drawn dichotomies like these ones Jesus 

lays out, our impulse is to classify and assess and categorize ourselves and others.  

 But this scripture, these beatitudes, Rev. Nadia Bolz-Weber points out, are 

actually revealing about who God is. They are no so much prescriptive of us and 

what we should do, as they are descriptive of who God is in relation to us.  

 The first half doesn’t tell us to sell all we have (though Jesus does say that 

elsewhere), to fast and starve ourselves, to grieve incessantly, or to become totally 

despised. Jesus says: blessed are you. God blesses us, God is with us when we go 

through these hard, hard things. When you are destitute, waiting on a paycheck or 

SSI, God is with you. God is with the hungry, stomach twisting itself in knots along 

with theirs. God is with those who have been shunned, who sob in ugly bursts, God 

is there gasping and weeping and sitting on the outsides with you who go through 

that. These beatitudes describe a God who accompanies us in the worst of it, 

blessing us throughout.  

 Then in the second half, Jesus describes God’s justice, God as a God who 

desires fullness of life for all and calls out those who live on more than they need, 

scorning and scoffing at the needs of others. But amazingly, the language here is not 

condemnatory. I know, I know…it sure sounds condemnatory. “Woe to you!” In the 

greek, the word Jesus uses is: OUAI—it is not a verb or adjective. It is just an 

exclamation, something someone would express or sigh. Akin to Ay or Sheesh or 

Ugh. We can’t define them as words, but we know them as expressions. OUAI is 

defined as an “interjection expressing grief.” Jesus does not say: “you who are rich 

are damned.” He does not say: “You who are full, God is not with you.” He doesn’t 

say “you are evil and wicked when you laugh.” Here Jesus sounds like an 

exasperated parent: Ugh. A heavy sigh, laden with hopes for you to live into your full 

potential. In these “Woe unto you” phrases, God is still with us when that is where 

we are, but God exhorts us toward justice. God wants all people to be consoled in 

their grief. God wants all people fed. Yet, for those who are rich and content, if you 
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ever do swing to the other end of things—or perhaps when you do—God is with you. 

You are not abandoned just because that is how you feel. These sayings about who is 

blessed and who is *heavy sigh* are not prescriptions about who we are to be, 

specifically. They speak to who God is in our midst and what God’s hopes are for 

humanity and creation, and remind us that wherever we find ourselves, God is with 

us and loves us.  

 Jesus does include some instructions for us, however, after these sayings of 

woe and of blessing. And whereas these prior sayings seem to divide us, ask us to 

draw lines between us, who is laughing and who is weeping, who is rich and who is 

poor, what Jesus says here is all encompassing. Here he says: “I say to all you who 

listen…” In other words, what follows is for everyone, who ever you are, wherever 

you identified in what I said before, whatever your means, your struggles, your 

fears, your hopes. This is for you. These instructions do not require of you a sky high 

IQ; they don’t require of you wealth or poverty; they make no distinctions in any of 

the ways that we might seek to draw distinctions. These instructions are for anyone 

who listens.  

 Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse 

you, pray for those who abuse you, offer the other cheek to those who strike you, 

give to those who would take from you, do unto others as you would have them do 

to you.  

 I came across a story this past week of a young man loving his enemies, doing 

good to those who did him wrong. This story begins with Josh England, a college 

freshman from a small town in Wisconsin, in 2011. Josh is industrious. He works 

hard and holds a job while going through college to try to pay for everything as he 

goes. He studies a lot and does well in school. Then in December, he is home from 

his first semester at one of the Wisconsin state universities. It’s winter break and he 

is enjoying time with his family, his teacher mother and pastor father. Now if you’ll 

remember the political climate in Wisconsin 2011, Governor Scott Walker had been 

elected and was implementing a number of reforms, many of which we aimed a 

curtailing and limiting the power of labor unions. In 2011, a petition was started to 

recall him; to try to unseat him as Governor, more or less. Josh, whose mom is a 

teacher, signed it to support her. As his college career progressed, Josh became more 

and more involved in student body politics and engaged in the state-wide university 

system generally, so much so that he decided to apply to be one of two student 

representatives to the board of regents, which basically makes all the major 

decisions about the state universities. He was an ideal candidate, kind, personable, 

good grades and after several interviews, he was named as one of the Governor’s 

choices for these two coveted positions. Here, things take a sour turn. He got a call 

one night from one of the staff members on the selection committee asking if he’d 

ever signed the recall petition. Josh couldn’t even remember at first it had been just 

a blip on his radar. But eventually he said yes, I did sign. And the next day, the 

governor withdrew his name as one of his choices for board of regents. Now, there 

was never any public reason given for this change, but it seems clear what 

happened. However, for just as despicable and hurtful as this political move was, 

Josh’s response: never commented on it publicly, never raised a stink, and in fact he 

wrote a thank you note to the governor and his staff for the opportunity to be 

considered and ask they keep him in mind if future positions become available.  
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 Josh was a young man, maybe 20 or 21, he had no power or prestige, didn’t 

even as yet have a college degree, and yet, he shows that those exhortations Jesus 

offered are for all who listen. As we learn about who God is, so too we are 

encouraged to live accordingly, to let our actions reflect that firm belief that God is 

with us in the worst of it, that God desires and acts for justice in our world and our 

relationships, and that God hopes for growth and fullness for all of creation. Amen.  

 


