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Contrary to popular opinion, Jeremiah…was not a bullfrog. He was a prophet. He was the 

kind of prophet Jesus is talking about: hated, excluded, reviled, defamed. Jeremiah said the 

things his society didn’t want to hear. A prophet isn’t really someone who predicts the future. 

Prophets tell the truth about the present; they hold a mirror up to their society and reveal realities 

those in power don’t want to know.  

 

 So while these words from Jeremiah might sound like moral platitudes that everyone can 

agree with, they actually represent something more significant. Jeremiah’s warning not to put 

trust in “mere mortals” or “mere flesh,” in a world that believed kings were chosen by God, is a 

challenge to the people around him and an indictment of the leadership of Israel. He doesn’t trust 

them to do the right thing in the face of the threat from Babylon because they haven’t been 

faithful in their care of the people. Poverty abounds in Israel while the leaders prosper.  

 

 Jeremiah paid a price for speaking the truth. But Israel paid a bigger one for ignoring it. 

They protected the wealthy at the expense of the poor and in the end Babylon came and carried 

the elite away leaving Jerusalem in ruins. “The heart is devious above all else…I the Lord test 

the mind and search the heart, to give to all according to their ways, according to the fruit of their 

doings.” 

 

 When the gospels tell us that Jesus spoke to the crowds, we don’t always find out what’s 

said. Many scholars think that he had only one sermon. He preached it everywhere he went, to 

every crowd he could find. These words, or something very much like them, may have been 

what he said over and over. He was announcing the arrival of a new reality. But even this comes 

with a warning. 

 

 Jesus attracted the poor of his world because he offered them something the elite and 

wealthy never would. He offered them the hope of escaping their hardship and finding relief. He 

offered them meaning beyond their destitution. He offered them a place, a community, where 

they were accepted and valued…blessed. That word we translated as blessed, according to some 

scholars, is better translated “honored.” Why would Jesus describe the poor this way; the hungry; 

the weeping?  

 

 In the November 2018 issue of Scientific American there is a collection of articles that 

discuss the various effects of income inequality on society, on individual health, on the 

environment, among other things. Nothing is more harmful to human well-being than inequality. 

According to Nobel prize winning economist Joseph Stiglitz, “By most accounts the U.S. has the 

highest level of economic inequality among developed countries…It is also one of a few 

developed countries jostling for the dubious distinction of having the lowest measures of equality 

of opportunity.”  

 



 Those are words many don’t like to hear in our society, but the trends are unmistakable. 

The gap between rich and poor is growing wider every year. But what’s more telling, more 

difficult to hear, is in many ways our society is designed this way. As Stiglitz points out: 

“Increasing inequality is a matter of choice: a consequence of our policies, laws and 

regulations…A vicious spiral has formed: economic inequality translates into political 

inequality, which leads to rules that favor the wealthy, which in turn reinforces economic 

inequality.”  

 

 And as another researcher, Robert Sapolsky of Stanford University, points out this 

inequality has a real affect on health: “More inequality, independent of absolute levels of 

income, predicts higher rates of crime…psychiatric problems, alcoholism and drug abuse, lower 

levels of happiness and less social mobility…This grim collective picture helps to explain the 

immensely important fact that when inequality increases, everyone’s health suffers.” In other 

words, the effects aren’t simply academic or abstract. There are real consequences for the 

choices we make as a society.  

 

 Jeremiah understood this and so did Jesus. They understood that conditions where the 

poor are ignored for the benefit of the wealthy is ultimately unsustainable. That’s true at the local 

level, in the nation of Israel, the Roman Empire or the United States, and it’s true at a global 

level. As global inequality persists and climate change continues, the poorest in the world will 

suffer the most. Knowing that adds an urgency to Jesus’ words that’s easy to miss. While he’s 

reassuring his followers of a better world ahead, he’s also pleading with them to build it.  

 

 For Jeremiah the instrument of Israel’s transformation was Babylon. It was destructive 

and devastating. The people were thrown into a tailspin that led to their rebirth as a new people. 

For Jesus the instrument of transformation is the kingdom of God that will reverse injustice and 

bring healing not just for the poor and the hungry and the weeping but for all who are alienated 

from God because of wealth and fullness and ease. Healing is needed not just for the exploited 

but for those who exploit; not just for those who suffer from inequality but for those who benefit 

from it.  

 

 That healing can come only when we are willing to face realities we want to ignore, to 

admit our complicity in the injustice of inequality and the ways we benefit from it. Jesus calls us 

not just to accept his words of blessing but to live them. Just as he honors those who are poor and 

who hunger and weep, he invites us to as well. When we do that we become instruments of 

God’s healing in the world, instruments of blessing. When we work for change, when we 

advocate for policies that are fair and just, when we risk our own status to stand beside those 

who suffer, we become God’s instruments of hope in the world. We point the way toward God’s 

kingdom.  

 

 And Jesus is right; it will not make us popular. But it will plant us firmly beside the 

stream of God’s compassion so our roots can grow deep and extend out into a world longing to 

be whole. That’s who we’re called to be: God’s own for the world.    

 

Amen 


