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Sermon for February 17, 2019         

Today! 

Luke6:17-26            

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Because this is the day of our Annual Meeting I thought it would be 

appropriate to start this joke: 

One Sunday the pastor announced that there would be a special meeting of 

the Church Board immediately following the service of worship. 

After the close of the service, the Church Board gathered at the back of the 

sanctuary for the announced meeting. Much to their surprise, there was a stranger 

in their midst — a visitor who had never attended their church before. 

“My friend,” said the pastor, “Didn’t you understand that this is a meeting of 

the Board?” 

“Yes,” said the visitor, “and after today’s sermon, I suppose I’m just about 

as bored as anyone else who came to this meeting.” 

 With all joking aside, I would now like us to focus our attention on a 

different sermon. Not the one that I am delivering at this moment, but the one that 

Jesus offers in this morning’s reading from Luke. It is sometimes referred to as 

“The Sermon on the Plain.” 

 Those who heard this sermon would have been anything but bored 

considering how Jesus turns conventional wisdom upside down. At that time it was 

a generally held belief that financial success was a sign of God’s favor. Rather than 

confirm this belief, Jesus declares that God’s blessings are for the downtrodden of 

the world…the poor, the hungry, the sad, and the outcast.  

 

         As people listen in disbelief, Jesus goes on to offer a set of woes: Woe to 

those who have resources but do not share them with others. Woe to those who 

laugh in the face of people who are in mourning. Woe to those who elevate 

themselves with self-praise. 

The message of this sermon should have come as no surprise to anyone who 

has been listening to Jesus. In his very first sermon, Jesus makes it clear what his 

ministry is about. Reading from the Prophet Isaiah, Jesus says,  
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 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring 

good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 

recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of 

the Lord’s favor.” Jesus then says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing.” (Luke 4:14-21) 

The people who heard this sermon weren’t bored…they were shocked. Jesus 

took these ancient words of the prophet and applied them to the present moment, 

saying that these promises were being fulfilled today! Unable to accept that God is 

active in the present, the people attempt to silence Jesus by throwing him off a 

cliff. 

 American Religion scholar, The Reverend Dr. Diana Butler Bass, observes 

that many churches are like the people who heard Jesus’ first sermon. Dr. Bass 

finds that churches are often so consumed with memories of the past or hopes for 

the future that they have difficulty seeing what God is doing in the present. 

Dr. Bass believes that both past and future are important to vibrant 

communities, however, she says, “…both "past" and "future" as the primary 

location of faith have their shadow sides. Overemphasizing the past results in 

nostalgia--the belief that the past is better than either the present or the future--a 

disposition that is steeped in grief and fear. Overemphasizing the future--the belief 

that all that matters is that which is to come--often results in thwarted hope, doubt, 

and anxiety.” 

Dr. Bass goes on to share, 

“A recent survey from Public Religion Research discovered that the majority 

of churchgoers in the United States express high levels of both nostalgia and 

anxiety. By strong majorities, religious Americans--particularly white Protestants, 

and without any significant difference between theological conservatives and 

liberals--believe that "our best days are behind us" and that the future of society is 

bleak. In particular, mainline congregations are caught between valorizing the 

good old days and a deepening sense of desolation that some promised future will 

never arrive. Evidently, most Protestants would rather look back with sadness than 

trust that a more just and beautiful future beckons. As a result, today is lost. Today 

is merely a stage upon which we mourn the loss of past and fear what we cannot 

imagine.”   

Dr. Bass concludes,  
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“But "today" is a deeply dangerous spiritual reality--because today insists 

that we lay aside both our memories and our dreams to embrace fully the moment 

of now. The past romanticizes the work of our ancestors; the future scans the 

horizons of our descendants and depends upon them to fix everything. But "today" 

places us in the midst of the sacred drama, reminding us that we are actors and 

agents in God's desire for the world.” 

 ( Day 1, 3rd Sunday after Epiphany – Year C, January 24, 2016, Diana Butler Bass) 

Like Jesus, we are empowered by the Spirit of God to do the work of today. 

I invite you to hear the passage from Isaiah that Jesus reads in his first sermon 

when I change the word “I” to the word “us.” 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon us, because God has anointed us to bring 

good news to the poor. God has sent us to proclaim release to the captives and 

recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of 

the Lord’s favor.” 

As partners in Christ’s service this is our commission for today: To bring 

good news to the poor through our acts of compassion, and our efforts to create 

greater justice. To bring healing to those who are hurting and comfort to those who 

are in mourning. To help people who are oppressed find the freedom that they are 

seeking. And to let every person know that they are the beloved of God. 

When Jesus called his first disciples he knew that the work he was calling 

them to do would put them at odds with the world. And so, Jesus offered a special 

blessing for them, saying,  “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they 

exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of me.” 

Doing the work of God can put us at odds with other people because the 

message we share goes against conventional wisdom. Jesus knew that there are 

those whose desire for riches keeps them from having compassion for others. 

There are those who scorn and make fun of others. There are those who seek to 

elevate themselves with self-praise. There are those who believe that God’s love is 

the exclusive right of only a select number of people.  

Jesus’ words of blessing remind us that it is God in whom we place our trust. 

God has been with us in the past, God is with us as we face the challenges of 

today, and God will be with us in the future. 

 

 Following this service of worship we will be gathering for the Annual 

Meeting of the United Church of Christ, Midland. The Annual Meeting is not only 
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a time to reflect on the past, it is an opportunity for us to focus on the present. It is 

good for us to ask: What is God calling us to do today? What are additional ways 

that we can express love and compassion to the downtrodden and to the earth?? 

How boldly are we challenging those who have no concern for the poor? How are 

we demonstrating our trust in God. 

Having begun this sermon with a joke about a church meeting, it seems 

appropriate to end with another such joke: 

The Church Council met to discuss the pastor’s compensation package for 

the coming year. After the meeting, the chair of the Council told the pastor:  

“We are very sorry, Pastor, but we decided that we cannot give you a raise next 

year.” 

“But you must give me a raise,” said the pastor. “I am but a poor preacher!” 

“I know,” the Council chair said. “We hear you every Sunday.” 

 

 

 

 

 


