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The ministry of Jesus begins with forty days in the desert. Typically we think of those wilderness days, as we do of our Lent, as a time of sacred asceticism, a period of deep prayer and holy wrestling. Luke, however, avoids the temptation to spiritualize the forty days. “Jesus ate nothing at all during those days,” he says rather matter-of-factly, “And when they were over, he was famished.” (Luke 4:1-2)

If we are not careful we will miss that key perspective-setting phrase in the Gospel: He was famished. 

After forty days he must have been near death. Jesus begins his ministry as a starving man. Everything else flows from that gnawing hunger, the poverty of the desert. When he goes to the synagogue in Nazareth to deliver his first sermon after his wilderness days, Jesus starts by reading from Isaiah: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” Jesus says, “Because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.” (Luke 4:18) 

I am here, Jesus says, to say something good, something hopeful, to those who are hungry – and I am one of them. He wastes no time in making it clear that God’s chief concern is the life of the poor.

Jesus does not merely invent this view of God’s priorities. Long before him, the prophets and poets of the Hebrew people knew that God leaned in this direction. Hear the words of the psalmist: “God did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted… The poor shall eat and be satisfied.” (Psalm 22:24, 26)

Or the words of Isaiah: “When the poor and needy seek water, and there is none… I the Lord will answer them; I… will not forsake them.” (Isaiah 41:17)
God’s intention for human life is that justice would be planted among the people of the earth and take root and flourish, so that people everywhere might know life in all its fullness. In scripture we learn that God has a particular commitment to those caught in poverty because they are denied the fullness of life. 

“God has a preferential love for the poor,” Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutierrez says, “not because they are necessarily better than others, morally or religiously, but simply because they are poor and living in an inhuman situation that is contrary to God’s will.” (“Song and Deliverance,” in Voice from the Margins [Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis, 1991], p. 131)

Jesus starts his ministry as someone who knows what it means to be hungry and poor. So it is no surprise that he opens by restating God’s solidarity with those who live in poverty. That is the good news he has come to deliver.

In the worship survey we have been conducting at Westminster, one thoughtful respondent observed that we spend a lot of time in worship focusing on the reign of God on earth, and less time on the life hereafter. That is an accurate observation. Because we believe that our redemption has already been secured by the grace of God in Jesus Christ, we do not dwell on what happens in the next life. With Jesus, our first commitment is to life this side of death.

When Jesus declares himself the bearer of good news to the poor, his listeners are not interested. They run him out of town, and he ends up in Capernaum, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. There he begins to assemble his disciples and to teach his followers. Matthew has Jesus teaching on a hillside – the Sermon on the Mount; Luke tells us that Jesus comes down from the hill and stands on a flat place to deliver what will be the defining discourse of his ministry: the Sermon on the Plain. 

This Lent at Westminster we will explore this pivotal summary of the good news of Jesus. It begins, as we might expect, with a lesson in biblical economics. 

In his sermon Jesus offers plain talk about poverty and wealth. His words are not hard to understand. There is little nuance to them. He makes no attempt, as in Matthew’s Gospel, to water down what he says and make it more palatable with spiritual language. He does not address the “poor in spirit,” but, simply, the poor. He does not talk about “those who hunger for righteousness,” but, simply, the hungry.

Nor does Jesus speak in the abstract. “Blessed are you,” he says. He knows that among those listening that day are people living in poverty, and he speaks directly to them. Blessed are you who are poor. He understands the consequences of their poverty, its physical, psychological, and social impact.  

He knows that the poor suffer and die from lack of food: Blessed are you who are hungry now. 

He knows that the poor are often filled with despair: Blessed are you who weep now. 

He knows that the poor are forced to live on the margins: Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you. 
For to you, Jesus says, belongs the reign of God, where you will no longer be hungry, where you will no longer weep, where you will no longer be excluded. 

Not everyone standing there on the plain that day listening to Jesus is poor. Neither is every one of his disciples. But the rich who want to follow Jesus will be expected to view and to use their wealth in new ways. Levi, for instance, is a tax collector, and a man of means. He throws an enormous banquet after Jesus calls him as a disciple, to celebrate his change of direction in life. 

Jesus is not against the rich; he is simply saying that God has a particular interest in the poor. Nonetheless, his words are hard for many of us to hear.

“Woe to you who are rich,” Jesus says – and by the standards of the 3 billion people in the world who live on less than $2.50 a day, that would include all of us. 

“Woe to you who are full now,” he says – and from the perspective of the more than 25,000 children in the world under the age of five who will die today from hunger and preventable disease, that would include all of us. (http://www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats)
If it makes us squirm to be brought face to face with our material abundance, than so be it. The Gospel was not written to justify our standard of living. It was meant to be heard by the poor as good news; the rest of us can look forward to the stewardship challenge of using our resources for the sake of the reign of God. That will mean living as simply and as generously as we can.

Jesus makes the elimination of poverty a fundamental aim of those who choose to follow him. That is what we do in the Christian church. Those of us who fall on the wealthy side of the equation, in the view of Jesus, are to be in the forefront of the struggle. That will be particularly difficult in these tough times, when for many of us it is hard to look beyond our own financial anxieties. 

It occurs to me that the global economy has entered into a sort of Lenten season of its own – a period of deprivation, of penitence and sacrifice. Unfortunately, it will last longer than the forty days of its liturgical cousin. We are witnessing the darker side of capitalism, when market fluctuations and vulnerabilities in the financial system coincide to create a free-fall. All of us are affected, but it hits hardest at the same people to whom Jesus says, Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.
The recession will end – someday – partly by what the government does, partly because the market will kick in, and partly from what you and I do – and I do not mean rushing out to consume madly again. I mean the values we insist on building into the economy of the future. Surely there is more to our economic system than merely adding to the wealth of individuals and corporations. Can we not construct a new economy that is profitable while at the same time sustainable and more equitable in the distributions of its benefits?

I am no economist – that should be obvious by now – but it is clear to me that the obsessive search for ever increasing financial gain, whether personal or corporate, is no longer viable. Milton Friedman’s principle that “a company’s only social responsibility is to increase the profit of its shareholders” will need to be replaced with a broader and more balanced view that recognizes the social value in economic activity.

Some years ago, Kenneth Mason, then the president of Quaker Oats, said:

“Making a profit is no more the purpose of a corporation than getting enough to eat is the purpose of life. Getting enough to eat is a requirement of life; life's purpose, one would hope, is somewhat broader and more challenging. Likewise with business and profit.” (Joel Makower, “Milton Friedman and the Social Responsibility of Business,” November 19, 2006; http://www.worldchanging.com/archives/005373.html; italics added)
The current economic chaos offers an opportunity to put things back together in a way that reflects a new set of priorities whose test is how the least among us are faring, not how much those at the top are earning. In a sermon preached in this pulpit at the start of the downward cycle in the world economy in the early 1990s, Westminster’s former pastor Don Meisel said, 

“We all know that… our civilization is in danger, and yet we seem absolutely incapable of dealing with the danger… What we need is something different, something larger. We have to release an elementary sense of justice, the ability to see things as others do, a sense of transcendental responsibility...” (Easter, April 19, 1992)
That is the aim of Jesus in the Beatitudes as Luke presents them – a perspective on human need that includes our shared responsibility, individually and systemically, to meet it. If some are hungry, if some are despairing, if some are living on the margins, if some are impoverished: Jesus wants us to do something about it. 

He remembers that he, too, was once desperately hungry.

The new icon of Jesus commissioned by Westminster has as its text, “Come onto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28) 

An icon is meant to serve as a window onto God. In this instance, when we look through the window we see a God who cares deeply and unconditionally for us. “Come unto me…and I will give you rest.”

Jesus is a living icon, as should be those of us who follow him. Through him – through us –the world can be seen as God sees it: a place where the poor are lifted up, the hungry fed, the weeping comforted, and the excluded welcomed. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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