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Feasting and Fasting:  Woe There! 
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When we think about some 

of the most loved, most 

recognized passages in the 

New Testament, I would 

argue that the Beatitudes 

are right there at the top.  

Jesus stands up on the 

mountaintop and says 

“blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven!”  How stirring that is to those whose spirits are flagging, 

for those who are weary of the trials and travails, who know that their 

spiritual needs will be filled in the kingdom of heaven.  “Blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled”!  I love this one!  

I’m a person who hopes that in what I do and how I live that I seek 

righteousness.  I’m desperately hungry to see a world in which righteousness 

is enacted.  I hunger for righteousness in my interpersonal relationships; 

striving to treat my neighbor in the way that a righteous and upright person 

would.  I thirst for righteousness in our culture and systems of power, the kind 

of righteousness that ensures that the lost, the last, the least will be lifted up 

with dignity.  When I read the Beatitudes I read of a truly blessed world, one 

in which the world celebrates the people who are otherwise left aside.  A 

world in which those poor in spirit and those who hunger and thirst for 
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righteousness find themselves quenched as righteousness will overtake the 

world.  A world in which the meek will someday find themselves with their 

true inheritance, the whole world given to them. 

The Beatitudes foretell a beautiful world of blessings and happiness, of joy 

and celebration even in the face of imposing and distressing circumstances. 

A reading from Luke, Chapter 6:20-26 

 Then he looked up at his disciples and said: 

“Blessed are you who are poor, 

    for yours is the kingdom of God. 

21 “Blessed are you who are hungry now, 

    for you will be filled. 

“Blessed are you who weep now, 

    for you will laugh. 

22 “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile 

you, and defame you[d] on account of the Son of Man. 23 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. 

24 “But woe to you who are rich, 

    for you have received your consolation. 

25 “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. 

26 “Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did 

to the false prophets. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke+6&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25161d
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So… I guess I should have mentioned that the beatitudes that I quoted earlier 

were Matthews Beatitudes.  Luke has a slightly different set of beatitudes than 

Matthew does.  Not that they’re completely different, but they are certainly 

different enough to make mention of.  But let’s look at the similarities.  First 

and foremost, in both sets of Beatitudes Jesus wants to let us know that there 

are certain people who are being blessed.  And in true Jesus fashion, the 

people that are receiving the blessing are the people that you would least 

expect to be blessed.  In each of these sets of beatitudes there’s a sense of 

God’s impending kingdom being something that’s unlike anything we’ve ever 

seen before.  Which I find to be at the heart of most of what Jesus said.  Jesus 

looked at the world as it was and decided that the people who were on the 

margins needed to be made central.  That re-centering of blessings, that 

upside down kingdom, is the core of the Gospel message, and continues the 

biblical theme of God’s redemptive love being directed towards those who are 

in most dire need. 

But there are also some differences between the two sets of beatitudes.  One 

major difference is that Luke omits some of the beatitudes.  For Matthew there 

are nine in total.  Blessed are: the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, 

those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, 

the peacemakers, those persecuted for righteousness sake, and those reviled 

on Jesus account.  In Luke there’s less than half that number.  Blessed are: the 

poor, those who are hungry now, those who weep now, and those who are 

reviled on Jesus account.  That’s a big difference, and it seems that Matthew’s 

expansive beatitudes do well towards welcoming in many of the people who 

strive for the kingdom, such as the peacemakers and the merciful.  Matthew’s 

beatitudes draw the circle wider so more can partake in those blessings. 
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A second difference between the two is that while Matthew helpfully extends 

poverty and hunger to spiritual conditions, Luke does not mince words.  

Blessed are the poor. Blessed are those who are hungry now.  Not blessed are 

the poor in spirit.  Not blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness sake.  Cuddly little Matthew gives us the opportunity to feel that 

blessing.  Matthew can let me stand here and say “I’m blessed because I’m 

hungry for justice!”, which incidentally is a fun thing to declare when you walk 

into a room.  Luke does not give us that wiggle room.  But that’s ok, because 

we need to be reminded of our calling as Christians. We are called to give 

comfort and aid to the poor and to give food to the hungry.  It’s always helpful 

when Jesus reminds us that it is important not just to tend to the spiritual 

poverty and hunger of our neighbor, but that we are called to provide them 

with material help and aid.  I love the beatitudes in Luke because it doesn’t 

place us in some far-flung future, but rather grounds us in the present.  Look 

at the second blessing: Blessed are you who are hungry now.   

It’s so easy to abstract Jesus words, to treat them as if they’re deep metaphors 

that are ours to chew over and digest and ruminate on.  Look at what I’m 

doing right now – taking 15 minutes to unpack a few sentences from Jesus.  

But sometimes we get so lost in the weeds of ‘interpretation’ that we lose sight 

of what we’re interpreting.  This is one of those passages that can be really 

easy to lose sight of the words in favor of our feelings.  That brings me to one 

of the biggest differences between the Beatitudes in Matthew and Luke:  the 

woes.  Every action has an equal and opposite reaction, right?  In Luke, Jesus 

makes explicit what those reactions are.  Blessed are the poor? Woe to the 

rich.  Blessed are the hungry?  Woe to the full.  Blessed are those who weep? 

Woe to those who laugh.  Blessed are the reviled?  Woe to those who are 

talked well about.  Incidentally, if you go home and complain about this 

sermon, know that you’re just adding to my blessings.   
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If you weren’t squeamish at Luke’s beatitudes before, you certainly should be 

now.  Now we’ve got some skin in the game.  Jesus words here are plain and 

simple.  Blessings on one hand, curses on the other.  Which I don’t like. I like 

eating.  I like eating my fill.  I like eating more than my fill.  I’ll go for seconds if 

its available and I’ll loosen my belt after a Thanksgiving meal.  But maybe we 

can explain this away.  Maybe we can find some interpretive wiggle room that 

doesn’t make us uncomfortable.  Maybe Jesus is telling us that we shouldn’t 

make it a habit of stuffing ourselves so full that we don’t have any left over to 

share with our neighbor.  Maybe it’s not that he’s telling us that we shouldn’t 

be full, but that we should share what we have after filling ourselves.  Don’t 

waste food, but rather ensure that food goes to someone who is hungry.  Jesus 

isn’t telling us that we can’t be rich, he’s just telling us that we need to be 

generous with what we have.  Right?  Isn’t that it? Even John Calvin, great 

reformed theologian, engaged in this sort of wishful thinking.  In his 

commentaries on Matthew and Luke he said “Luke gives nothing more than a 

simple metaphor: but as the poverty of many is accursed and unhappy, 

Matthew expresses more clearly the intention of Christ.” Which to my modern 

ears seems like he’s trying say “yeah, but Jesus didn’t really mean that”. We 

don’t have to give up everything to follow Jesus, right?  He’s just being 

hyperbolic, right?  Please? 

Unfortunately, I don’t think so.  Unfortunately, I think Jesus really does tell us 

that we are cursed if we are full.  I think he really does tell us that we are 

cursed if we are rich.  Neither of those things gives me pleasure to report back 

to you all.  If we even took a cursory glance at the news this week we’d see the 

ways in which those who are rich have received their consolation already.  

Look at the parents who bribed college officials to get their children into elite 

schools.  But it’s not just Felicity Huffman or Aunt Becky from Full House.  

We’d be deluding ourselves if we were to point to those parents and say that 
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those are the only parents who use their money and influence to gain an 

unfair advantage, legally or illegally.  This happens when we spend our lives 

full and rich.  This is what happens to us when we lose sight of that hunger; we 

lose sight of the hungry.  Which is really too bad, because being full and rich is 

my preferred way of being.  Which unfortunately means that I’m running afoul 

of what Jesus is telling me I need to be.  If Jesus doesn’t want me to be hungry, 

at the very least, Jesus would never want me to take more than my portion.  

Never take more than what I need to be in the world.  Which means that I can’t 

take those seconds.  Which means that I can’t take that extra slice of pie.  

Which means I need to donate any money I don’t absolutely need to survive. 

So that’s that.  Each and every one of us are doomed sinners.  Every bite we 

take over 2000 calories.  Every dollar that we earn beyond the bare minimum.  

That is just another nail in our coffin of sin. 

But we can celebrate the fact that we’re in good company.  All of us fall short 

of this in some way, shape or form.  But the thing about being full is that we 

will be hungry again.  The thing about being rich is that we can spend down 

our wealth.  Jesus tells us that to follow him is to give everything up, to be 

hungry, to be poor.  According to Acts the first Christians strove to live this out 

in their community, sharing all things in common, only being as wealthy as the 

next person in their community.  But we don’t have this ability.  There are too 

many of us, our community of Christians is too large to enact this kind of 

radical sharing.  So we muddle on, knowing that we’re going to screw it up, 

knowing that we’ll never quite live the life that Jesus wants us to.  But also 

knowing that God’s grace covers us when we fail.  When we stuff ourselves too 

full we know that we will hunger again.  God’s grace and forgiveness help us to 

find righteousness even amidst our failures.  God places huge demands on us, 
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even though we will fail, and God will love us still, because God is a merciful 

God. 

Here’s the thing we need to understand, though - God’s grace is not a free 

pass, but rather a second chance.  Just because we know we’ll be forgiven does 

not give us carte blanche to go out and lean in to our sinning.  Rather, God’s 

grace gives us the second chance to stay hungry, to take what we need, to have 

what is necessary, and not more than that.  In Lent, we have carved out the 

time for fasting; for setting aside and keeping holy the space for us to work 

towards allowing ourselves to be comfortable with being hungry, of doing 

without, of living more simply.  Our second chance to be hungry, to moderate 

our decisions to better align ourselves with the life that Jesus wants for us.  

Maybe this Lent we can examine the things we eat: the quantity we eat, the 

food we put into our bodies.  Maybe this Lent we can examine those things we 

hoard: the money that could go to serve God’s kingdom, the stuff we purchase 

to keep up with the demands of a broken society.  And don’t forget, Matthews 

Beatitudes are still in effect, too.  Blessed are you if you hunger for justice.  

Blessed are you if you are poor in spirit.  But we can’t ignore what Jesus tells 

us in Luke’s Beatitudes.  Jesus tells us blessed are the poor and hungry and 

woe to the rich and full.  We can’t live up to those standards without radically 

reorienting every facet of our lives.  The cost of following Jesus is everything 

we own, of abandoning our current lives and being dedicated solely to his 

service.  That’s not a feasible reality for almost all of us.  But at the very least 

we can take this season of Lent to try.  During the season of Lent we are 

encouraged to fast.  I pray that your fast draws you closer to God.  I pray that 

the fast you undertake is one that draws you into solidarity with those whom 

Jesus blessed.    And who knows, maybe after trying to be more like the people 

Jesus calls blessed we find that it’s actually a richer and more fulfilling way to 

live than how we were living before. 
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