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February 13, 2022 
Year C, Epiphany VI 
Luke 6:17-26 
 

Leveling with us on the Plain   A sermon offered by Rev. Rachel Knuth 
 
I. 

Brene Brown is a research professor who has written about shame, vulnerability, and leadership. She tells a 

story about her daughter Ellen when she was in third grade, and if you follow Brene Brown’s work, you may 

have heard this story before. Ellen’s teacher had a marble jar. And when the class was making good choices, 

the teacher would add marbles. But when they were misbehaving, she would take marbles out. And if the 

marble jar ever got filled up, the class would have a celebration. Probably all the educators among us already 

know this, but teachers use marble jars or things like it for classroom management. It gives students direct 

feedback about their behavior. 

 

It got me thinking that today’s scripture is a bit like that marble jar– a blessing is a marble dropped in the jar, 

and woe is a marble taken out.  

 

In the Sermon on the Plain, as it’s described in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus comes down from praying on the 

mountain with the disciples and he stands on a level place, and there are huge crowds all around. The people 

are there for healing– word is starting to really get around that Jesus is one who prioritizes healing so much he 

will even heal on the sabbath because it’s the right thing to do. And we’re not exactly sure what it looks like, but 

in our story today the people are reaching out to touch him because power is coming out of him and healing 

them.   

 

That’s the moment, when people are straining to get close to him to be healed, that’s the moment that Jesus 

looks up and offers a word of blessing, followed by a word of woe. They might be there because they have 

individual symptoms, but Jesus goes directly at the root. He levels with them here on level ground.  

 

And here we stand like the people from Tyre and Sidon, on the periphery, listening in on this conversation 

Jesus is having with the disciples, and wondering for us– what it might mean? How is God’s Light shining a 

message of blessing and woe into our ordinary lives? 

 

II. 

Jesus talks about blessing and woe, but those terms have gotten a little fuzzy in our modern language. Maybe 

you’ve seen t-shirts and coffee mugs with the phrase “#blessed” on them. If you don’t know what a hashtag is, 

don’t worry, for a long time neither did I, but it’s like a label that puts a social media post in a certain category. 
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So, basically #blessed has come to mean in common internet usage, the idea that someone who’s doing well 

is “blessed.” For example, people post on social media next to their shiny new car, with #blessed underneath it. 

Shiny cars is not what Jesus is about, but has arisen from the popularity of the “prosperity gospel” that teaches 

that material wealth is a sign of God’s blessing on a person. The #blessed idea is a pretty far cry from Luke’s 

Gospel, far from Mother Mary’s praise for God who fills the hungry and sends the rich away empty, far from 

God born into poverty in the person of Jesus, and–  far from the economy Jesus presents here in today’s 

scripture.  

 

And what about “woe”? Funny, there isn’t a movement on the internet called #woe! I can think of plenty of 

political situations and world leaders who might fit into the #woe category, I bet you can too. But then again, 

maybe there’s already enough woe out there on the internet. When Jesus uses the word woe, he is expressing 

distress like a lament. I’m not sure we have a modern equivalent. 

 

One problem with woe, in general, is that we aren’t great at receiving feedback that tells us we’ve missed the 

mark. If someone asks, “Can I offer you some feedback,” I think most of us (well first we think, Oh God please 

no), we’re filled with anxiety and dread, and we brace ourselves. And I think the problem is that we quite often 

mistake critique for criticism. By that I mean, we confuse honest appraisal that is meant as a way to help us 

improve, with a personal attack. And when we think we are being personally attacked it usually does one of 

two things– makes us feel so ashamed of ourselves that all we can think of is how awful we are, or, makes us 

so defensive that all we want to do is argue back. Shame has a way of putting us off-balance, of keeping us 

from finding level ground within ourselves. And defensiveness makes us put all our energy into fighting back.  

Either way, when our brains mis-translate critique into criticism, we can’t take in the content of the original point 

the person was offering up. We just freeze and it becomes a way to ignore what could have helped us grow. 

 

So how can Jesus’ critique of the disciples, in his message of blessing and woe, become a message of growth 

for us? How can we build up our capacity to receive such a critique?  

 

III. 

Brene Brown tells the story of the marble jar, and how her daughter Ellen in third grade came home from 

school one day and just collapsed crying. And she asked what was wrong. Ellen said that something hard 

happened in school, and at recess she told a couple of friends about it. But by the time recess was over and 

she was going back to class, word had spread throughout the playground, and everyone knew. The friends she 

had shared her heartache with had not held her confidence. The class was so rowdy and churned up they 

were disruptive coming back into the room and the teacher took marbles out of the jar. And Ellen told her Mom, 

“I will never trust anyone again.”  
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And I only wish I had half the parenting wherewithal that Brene Brown must have, because she turned to her 

daughter and explained: “Honey, trust is like a marble jar– you share hard things with those who over time 

you’ve filled up their marble jar. These are ‘marble jar friends.’” And she and her daughter started thinking 

through who their marble jar friends were, true friends who are trustworthy. This became the beginning of 

Brene Brown’s research on the anatomy of trust, it’s fascinating work. 

 

What Brene Brown is getting at is this fact that we can share hard things in the context of a trusted relationship. 

If there are enough marbles in the jar, maybe we can receive feedback without being defensive or ashamed. I 

bet all of us can close our eyes for a moment and think of friends or family members we have who are our 

marble jar friends. Go ahead, close your eyes, and think of one or two of these right now. See their faces. 

Think about what makes them trustworthy to you– Are they the ones who don’t shy away from painful topics? 

Maybe they ask how your Mom’s chemo is going? Maybe they do what they say they’re going to do, and 

apologize for mistakes? Whatever it is, take a moment to appreciate some of their qualities. Now while you’re 

imagining their shining face, let’s say a prayer for them: God, thank you for these particular people in our lives 

with whom we share a deep connection. Please help them know how much they mean to us. Help us to be 

trustworthy friends to them too. Amen.  

 

We can take in a message that calls us to change, when it’s offered in the context of love and relationship. 

Jesus does this, it’s easy to miss, but he does this in the very first line of our scripture today. Verse 17 says, 

“He came down with them and stood on a level place.” He comes down WITH them– not against them, not 

above them– but with them. Jesus and the disciples have just been up on that mountain, sharing the intimacy 

of prayer. Many of you know how our hearts come together in prayer– I’ve heard quite a few of you talk about 

how deeply meaningful it is to pray with each other. You’ve asked for prayer at some of the most tender 

moments of your lives, or the lives of people you love. There’s a vulnerability that gets shared in prayer. I even 

felt it online, in the Noonday Prayer program we did over Zoom during the pandemic– maybe especially even 

in silence. To pray together is a sign of love, it’s a sign of trust, and it connects people with each other and with 

God.  

 

So, even though it’s early in his ministry, Jesus and the disciples have been filling up their marble jar together 

through prayer and friendship. They have a certain level of trust built up that enables Jesus to offer a critique of 

blessing and woe. 

 

If we can get out of our own way and position ourselves to receive Jesus’ critique, what is he saying here, not 

just to the disciples, but to us? There is blessing for the poor, the hungry, the grieving, those who are 

oppressed for speaking the truth. And there is woe for the rich, well-fed, laughing and those who are well-

regarded. It’s quite a stark contrast, plainly set out by Jesus. In Luke’s Gospel there’s no hiding behind 

softened phrases like “blessed are the poor in spirit” the way Matthew tones down the message. No, here 
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Jesus clearly offers a preferential option for the poor, and God’s blessing rests upon those who are the most 

marginalized.  

 

There’s also this interesting repetition– any time there is a word or phrase that gets repeated in scripture, it’s a 

sign that the Gospel writers want us to pay attention. So there’s the repeated phrase, “that is what their 

ancestors did to the prophets” and “that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets.” It got me to thinking 

about how blessing and woe live in every generation through time. In fact, blessing and woe live within the life 

of every individual human being. And we all have moments of being true, and being false, that’s just life. In this 

way, blessing and woe are part of the cyclical nature of life and generations. I wonder what the generations 

before us could teach us about blessing and woe, as we experience it now?  

 

I think of my grandmother on my mother’s side, Hautie Clair Page, I share her middle name. She was the 

eldest of ten children in a poor white farming family in rural Mississippi. She helped raise her brothers and 

sisters at a time when one of her siblings died of diptheria as a baby, and another died from a high school 

sports injury, both of which would be preventable now. So she and her family knew grief. But she and all her 

surviving brothers and sisters strived to go to college– a goal I’m sure the whole family worked toward. 

Education is a goal I strive for too, and I am sure I have inherited some of her anxiety. The reason I bring up 

my Grandmother Hautie is that I think that if Jesus is on the side of growth and healing, in this passage he’s 

asking us to think about how we’ve gotten to where we are now, and where we want to go in the future. To do 

that, we need to take a long loving look at the real, own up to mistakes, and pay attention to how blessing and 

woe have been woven into our individual family histories as well as our collective history as a society. There 

are things that need to change– structural injustices like racism and poverty and global warming– as well as 

debilitating polarization in our country’s politics– plenty of things need to change. And to make those changes 

we have to listen to critique with an open mind, and think about where we’ve come from so we can get clear 

about strategizing next steps. 

 

IV. 

Perhaps children and their teachers with marble jars will lead us. They can model for the rest of us what it 

means to be students of blessing and woe, of giving and receiving critique in a healthy way. Maybe they can 

show us how to stand on level ground within ourselves and listen for how God is critiquing us in love, so we 

can grow. 

 

And because Jesus loves us, really, we have nothing to risk by facing what needs to change.  


