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 Ever wonder why February is packed with awards shows and special episodes of 

TV series and, of course, the Super Bowl?  Well, the weeks of February are “Sweeps 

Weeks” when advertizers decide which networks deliver the highest ratings, which ones 

have the best demographics.  In other words, on which network should they purchase 

commercial air time.  So in response, networks invest heavily in the programming of 

Sweeps Weeks and give us reruns and failed shows in the other months.  These special 

programs are heavily hyped – think about the number of times you were reminded that 

the big game or the big awards show or that “very special episode” was coming up.  All 

of the hype is supposed to ensure that we will adjust our lives to focus our attention on 

the Grammys or the Oscars or the final season of Big Bang.   
   

 In a somewhat similar way, the Church has been subtly focusing our attention 

during this brief winter period of ordinary time.  Over the last few weeks, we have seen 

Jesus perform his first miracle and call his first disciples.  We have seen him return to 

his hometown, quote the prophet Isaiah and tell those listening that the prophecy had 

been fulfilled in their hearing.  And he told the people of Nazareth that like the prophets 

of history, they would never accept him.  At the same time, the Church has invited us to 

reflect upon the words of those ancient prophets – on the call of Jeremiah and the call of 

Isaiah.  We have seen how they echoed Jesus’ own life story – how Jesus himself was 

fulfilling the role of a prophet – the role of one with a special relationship with God who 

was called, empowered, commanded to speak for him.  Yes, these weeks have 

introduced us to Jesus the chosen one, Jesus the prophet, and today is the Oscars, if you 

will.  Today is the day the prophet speaks.  True, Jesus has spoken briefly before to the 

people in that synagogue, to the disciples he called from their boats.  But today is the 

day when he delivers his first great message.  You can feel the anticipation.  Today is 

the day when his purpose will be revealed. 
 

 Matthew sets this sermon on a mountain, but Luke’s gospel has Jesus and a great 

number his disciples gathered on level ground, on a plain, to finally hear him speak.  We 

don’t know how long they waited – whether there was a red carpet special or a ten hour 

pre-game show, but when Jesus raised his eyes toward his disciples and began to speak, 

they must have been hanging on his every word.  Surely he will impress them with his 

power, with his learning, with his great plan to remove the conquering Roman 

authorities.  Surely his words will win even greater numbers of disciples.  Surely his 

prophetic words will live up to all of the hype.  And then Jesus spoke:  “Blessed are you 

who are poor, who are hungry, who weep.  Blessed are you when people hate you and 

exclude you and insult you.  Rejoice, for your reward will be great in heaven.”  Not a 

real promising start, that crowd on the plain must have thought.  Let’s hope we do better 

in the second half.  And then Jesus says, “Woe to you who are rich, who are filled, who 



laugh.  Woe to you when all speak well of you.”  If that was a message designed to win 

over an influential bunch of folks – well, Jesus seems to have missed the mark.  Here 

were all of these disciples hoping for a message they could be proud of, a message they 

could sell – and Jesus gives them the equivalent of New Coke, or an Edsel. 
 

 In doing so, of course, he was following closely in the tradition of the prophets.  

Like Isaiah and Jeremiah before him, Jesus was bringing to his disciples an unpopular 

message about caring for the poor, the forgotten, the oppressed.  Yes, Jesus was doing 

what prophets before him had done for ten centuries – he was calling his audience back 

to their roots – back to that time in the desert after the exodus when they were united as 

one people and completely dependent upon the Lord God.  Yet the message of Jesus 

differed from that of the prophets in one important respect.  The prophets encouraged, 

demanded that the people of Israel obey the Lord God and care for those who were 

poor, for the widows and the orphans, for those who were hungry and those who were 

homeless.  The prophets preached charity – but Jesus goes further.  He tells those people 

on the plain that they must not only care for those who are poor, those who are hungry, 

those who mourn – they must identify with them, be like them, walk with them as one 

of them.  Jesus does not say, “Blessed are you rich who donate large sums of your 

excess wealth to charity.”  He says, “Blessed are you who are poor, who are now 

hungry, who are now weeping, and woe to you who are rich, who are filled now, who 

laugh now.”  The difference is important.  The prophets were often calling the people of 

Israel to change their behavior – to be more faithful and more charitable.  Jesus is 

calling his disciples, calling us to change ourselves, to change our identity, to change 

our hearts.  Jesus is calling us back to complete dependence upon God.  That is the 

difference between rich and poor, between hungry and satisfied, between the popular 

and the persecuted, is it not?  The rich, the satisfied, the popular may acknowledge the 

many gifts of God, they may give thanks for them from time to time – but their daily 

lives are not impacted one way or the other.  By contrast, the poor, the hungry, the 

persecuted experience their dependence upon God in an absolutely real way.  Each time 

you can’t afford something, each time someone puts you down, each time your stomach 

growls is a reminder of how much we need God.   
 

 The timing of this message could not have been more perfect.  We live in a self-

centered world, a world driven by the desire to fill the void in our hearts and souls with 

pleasure, with power, with wealth.   An immature person enters into careers and 

relationships to fill a void in themselves.  A mature person recognizes that only God can 

fill that void.  Today’s gospel calls us to experience that void once again.  Jesus calls us 

to feel the poverty, the hunger, the loneliness of God’s absence and to acknowledge our 

need for God at all times.  Blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord, Jeremiah tells us, 

whose hope is in the Lord.  Acknowledging our need to trust in the Lord may not be 

popular, may not win the ratings battle, but it is vital to our growth as disciples.  It is 

vital if we too are to be called blessed.  


