
A Sermon by Robert W. Prim

“All Saints’ Sunday”; November 3rd, 2013

Luke 6:20-31

“On Poverty, Riches, and Cadillacs”

~~~~~~~~

Then (Jesus) looked up at his disciples and said: 

“Blessed are you who are poor, 

for yours is the kingdom of God.

“Blessed are you who are hungry now,

for you will be filled.

“Blessed are you who weep now, 

for you will laugh.

“Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they 

exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son 

of Man.  Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your 

reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to  

the prophets.

“But woe to you who are rich, 

for you have received your consolation. 

“Woe to you who are full now, 

for you will be hungry.

“Woe to you who are laughing now, 

for you will mourn and weep.

“Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what  

their ancestors did to the false prophets. 

“But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to  

those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those  

who abuse you.  If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the  

other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not  

withhold even your shirt.  Give to everyone who begs from you;  
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and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again.  

Do to others as you would have them do to you.”

The Gospel of the Lord.

Praise to you, O Christ.

~~~~~~~~

Blessed are you who are poor, but woe to you who are rich.

~~~~~~~~

If these words from Jesus in Luke’s “Sermon on the Plain” are 

not troubling to those of us in our North American context, then 

either we are not listening or we do not give Scripture any 

authority in our lives or we are blissfully unaware or indifferent 

to the privileges within which we live. These are difficult words. 

They are difficult now and they were difficult then.  We can see 

in the comparisons we might make with Matthew’s “Sermon on 

the Mount” how hard these teachings were even then. In 

Matthew the corresponding verse reads this way – Blessed are  

the poor in spirit.  Matthew took the saying about the poor into 

the realm of spirit and he left off the woes all together.  

It should not be a surprise for anyone reading the Gospel of 

Luke from the beginning that Jesus had very direct things to say 

about God’s preference for the poor.  After the angel tells Mary 

that she is going to have a son who will be called the Son of the 
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Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his  

ancestor David, Mary responds with a hymn to God by singing: 

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted 

up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent  

the rich away empty.  And a little later in Luke’s telling of the 

Jesus story, Jesus was in the synagogue of his home town of 

Nazareth and the first public thing he said was a quotation from 

the prophet Isaiah – The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because  

he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  Luke’s 

Jesus was a man who came to proclaim and embody God’s 

tender love for those for whom the world has turned a blind eye 

– the invisible poor.

~~~~~~~~

Blessed are you who are poor, but woe to you who are rich.

These words are difficult for many reasons.  One reason this 

teaching from Jesus is so hard is that we, for the most part, don’t 

know the poor.  We do not know if “they” are blessed or not.  If 

we have ever been on a mission/work trip to a poor country, we 

come away finding our lives enriched by the simple joys we find 

in a poor village, but the experience quite often dissipates as we 
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enter back into the flow of our padded lives. We live with the 

insulation that money, education, and power bring.  

~~~~~~~~

Last weekend I was the chaplain for the Southeastern gathering 

of the American Association of Pastoral Counselors at Kanuga 

Conference Center in western North Carolina.  It was a 

wonderful and fulfilling weekend for me in a beautiful setting 

with smart and interesting people.  On my way home I stopped 

by my Alma Mater – Furman University – to walk around and 

bathe myself in memories of my younger self being afforded the 

opportunity to study in a beautiful setting with smart and 

interesting people.  Furman has changed a lot since I left 32 

years ago.  There are lots and lots of new buildings and the old 

ones have been refurbished.  My feet took me to the building 

where I studied English, Music Appreciation, Philosophy, 

Political Science, Sociology, and Religion.  The building is 

much nicer and more sophisticated than it was during my days – 

lots of technology in each of the classrooms and there are a 

wider array of majors and minors available to students.  
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One minor now offered at Furman University is entitled 

“Poverty Studies.”  There was a bulletin board explaining the 

minor and there were pictures posted of the students in the 

minor.  I’m not sure what it means but of the 40 or so students, 

maybe 5 were male.  Anyway, there was a description of the 

minor displayed in the window – Poverty is among the oldest  

and most intractable problems faced by human kind.  Well over 

half the world lives in serious poverty, including tens of millions 

in wealthy countries.  The minor in Poverty Studies bings you 

face-to-face with this reality.  You’ll study poverty locally,  

nationally and globally from a variety of academic disciplines,  

and you’ll engage poverty directly through a summer internship.  

The minor invites informed, critical conversations about what it  

means to live in poverty, causes of poverty, and how poverty  

might be alleviated through individual and institutional actions. 

I suspect that one thing this minor will accomplish in the 

students enrolled will be the dispelling of any notion that 

poverty is romantic.  There is nothing romantic about not being 

able to afford taking your sick child to the doctor.  There is 
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nothing romantic about hearing your son or daughter ask – “Will 

we have anything to eat tonight?” or “Where are we sleeping?” 

There is nothing romantic about living in a society that has no 

infrastructure of police or fire or medical and finding that 

marauding thugs can take what they want and destroy people 

and things precious to you.  There is nothing about being 

seriously poor that is to be recommended or something toward 

which a person should strive.  Poverty, as described in the 

minor, is something to be alleviated.

~~~~~~~~

So, what could Jesus be saying?  What did he mean when he 

preached his sermon on the plain and told his followers – 

Blessed are you who are poor, but woe to you who are rich?

~~~~~~~~

My best answer to the question is that I do not know.  I have 

never been poor.  I have never lived without a generous safety 

net.  So, I can only speculate, but it may be that Jesus is calling 

us to find our meaning, our purpose, our joy in love of God and 

neighbor;  in other words, to find our meaning, purpose, joy in 

our relationships.  Maybe the poor are blessed because in their 
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broken-ness they more easily come to the deepest and most 

satisfying nourishment a human being can find – loving 

relationship with other people and with God.  The poor know 

they need other people and the poor live on the hope born of 

faith in the goodness of God.

~~~~~~~~

Frederick Buechner, the now retired Presbyterian pastor and 

writer, wrote an entry in his book Wishful Thinking: A 

Theological ABC entitled “Riches.”  In that entry he wrote this – 

The trouble with being rich is that since you can solve with your 

checkbook virtually all of the practical problems that bedevil  

ordinary people, you are left in your leisure with nothing but the  

great human problems to contend with: how to be happy, how to 

love and be loved, how to find meaning and purpose in your life.  

In desperation the rich are continually tempted to believe 

that they can solve these problems too with their checkbooks,  

which is presumably what led Jesus to remark one day that for a  

rich man to get to Heaven is about as easy as for a Cadillac to  

get through a revolving door (p.81).

~~~~~~~~
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The poor may have a better chance at recognizing that to be 

happy, to love and be loved, to find meaning and purpose is to 

be in relationships and to know in your heart that the greatest 

consolations in life are relationships with fellow pilgrims in this 

life – the most important consolation is knowing how much we 

need each other and reaching out to establish the bond.  The 

poor may be better at realizing that the best consolation is not 

the cabin on the lake, the tickets to the World Series, the box 

seats at the ballet; rather, the most life-giving consolations are 

the looks of love in the eyes of a friend, a spouse, a child, and a 

recognition of our common humanity under God.  

~~~~~~~~

O Lord, give us eyes to see our greatest consolation.  Amen.
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