“That’s Just the way the World Works!”

I Kings 21:1-16; Luke 7:20-31,36
“Don’t you know how the world works?  If you’ve got the power, you might as well use it!  You can’t let little people walk all over you. They won’t respect you.  They’ll take advantage of you.  You’ve got to take what’s yours, and what’s yours is whatever you can take!  Are you the King of Israel or not?”

I think that’s a pretty good summary of Jezebel’s worldview.  Jezebel was the wife of King Ahab of Northern Israel, and Jezebel just couldn’t understand her husband’s passive governing style.  King Ahab saw a field he wanted right next to his palace.  Its location was perfect, and the ground was undoubtedly fertile.  It would have produced abundantly, providing much-needed supplies for the palace, with surplus left over for trade.  Ahab needed that field.

But there was one little problem.  The field belonged to somebody else.  The field belonged to Naboth, and to Naboth the field was more than just a piece of property.  It was more than an asset listed on an accounting ledger.  This was family land, land that had been passed down from generation to generation to generation.  This land was a part of who he was.  This land was a part of him that he would pass on to his children, and then to his grandchildren, and his great-grandchildren.  This land was his life, his heritage.
“I’ll pay you a fair market price,” offers King Ahab.  “Or I’ll swap you this piece of land over here in exchange.  Either way, it’s a good deal.  Take it!”

“No thank you,” said Naboth.

Well, like a spoiled child who doesn’t get his way, Ahab runs off to his room, slams the door, throws himself on his bed, and refuses to come out, not even for dinner.  “What kind of king are you?”  Asks his wife.  “If you want something, just take it!  Might makes right.  To the victor belong the spoils.  Money is power.  That’s just the way the world works!”

So, Jezebel schemes a plan using the movers and shakers of Naboth’s village.  “You scratch my back; I’ll scratch yours.”  I’m sure that was the deal.  Naboth was seated at a place of honor at a public assembly.  False charges were brought against him in front of the whole town.  “He cursed God and country!”  The perfect accusation—blasphemy and treason.  Now the throne can lawfully seize his property, and the whole village will applaud.

You see, that’s the way the world works!  Or is it?

The only complication is, of course, that an innocent man is now dead.  And Naboth’s son and family will be without any means of support, so they will eventually die as well.  And all of humanity is driven farther and farther apart, one human from another.  And on and on it goes, and here we sit today—alone, threatened, and frightened—alienated, one human being from another.
But, I guess, that’s just the way the world works!  Or is it?

In our New Testament reading, Jesus says some things that would have seemed absolutely ridiculous to the Jezebels and Ahabs of the world.  “Blessed are the penniless.  Happy are those who don’t know where their next meal is coming from.  Fortunate are those who cry in agony.”

Now wait a minute, that’s not how the world works!  Or is it?

In this passage, Jesus is speaking to his disciples, to his followers.  And Jesus is giving them directions.  He’s pointing them—he’s pointing us—toward the Kingdom of God.  And how do you find the Kingdom?  Well, as with any journey, you’ve got to have a map, and you’ve got to read the signs along the road pointing the way toward your destination.

“Love your enemies!  Do good to those who hate you!  Bless those who curse you!  Pray for those who abuse you!  Treat other people the way you would have them treat you.”  These lessons are like signs along a highway, telling us where to turn, how to get back on course, how to reach our destination.  And our Christian destination is, of course, the Kingdom of God, learning to live our lives in the reality of God’s rule, God’s reign.
But, granted, from a literary standpoint, these words are imperatives—thou shalt do this, thou shalt do that.  They are the commandments of the New Testament.  But you will find, if you read the Bible closely, that behind every imperative or commandment, there lies the indicative or the action of God.  Behind what we should do, is the empowering reality of what God has already done.

“Be merciful, as your father in heaven is merciful.”

Why are the poor considered blessed?  Well, the poor are fortunate in a way, because it’s very easy for the poor to see that what little they do receive is a gift from God.  Even in the tiniest gifts, they can recognize God’s mercy.  They know they depend upon God for life and survival.  People who aren’t poor often forget that.
Blessed are the hungry?  Well, yes, in a way.  Blessed are those who know that they depend upon the mercy of God for their next bite to eat, their next breath of air, for sunlight and rain, for life itself.

Blessed are those who mourn—the downtrodden, the Naboth’s of the world who cry to God for justice.  Blessed are those who mourn, because they know they worship a God of mercy, a God who has come into this world to suffer and mourn with us, to experience the depth of human pain right beside us.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they know they worship a God who cries with us and a God who will bring justice.

But woe to those who are rich.  Unfortunate are those who are well thought of and highly regarded by those who worship power and money—the Jezebels and Ahabs who pull the strings and push the buttons.  What disappointment awaits those who think the kingdom of God is theirs for the taking.  What grief waits for those who are full because someone else is hungry.  What sorrow is ahead for those who laugh, while others are in pain.  You’re walking through life with blinders in front of your eyes.  Woe to you, for you will never find God’s Kingdom.

Let me ask you, for a moment, to imagine the world through God’s eyes.  What a different world that would be!  Power and money would not be used for manipulative influence, coercive pressure, or abusive control.  We wouldn’t give only to those lobbies that marched in step with our every thought, wish, or desire.  And possessions wouldn’t be viewed as something to kill or die for.

If we could see the world through God’s eyes, we would see that money and power are neutral commodities—holding the positive potential for wonderful acts of love, and mercy, and grace.  But we would also recognize the dangerous potential of money and power for selfish acts of manipulation, greed, and destruction.
If we could see the world through God’s eyes, we would realize that these things we call our own, are not ours at all.  Everything in this world—the trees, the grass, our cars, the clothes on our backs, our 401ks, our power, our influence, everything—they’re not ours. It all belongs to God.  If we could see the world through God’s eyes, we would realize that we are merely stewards, or caretakers, of all that God owns.  All that we have and all that we are it all belongs to God.  And God allows us to discern how we shall use it—for better or worse, for the benefit of our kingdom or God’s kingdom.

Imagine if you can, if you dare, how the world really works.  Dare to look and see how the world really works through God’s eyes.  Here’s a hint: Be merciful, as your heavenly father has been merciful with you.

Let us pray:

Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer of all life, we see dimly now, as if looking into a foggy mirror.  Help us to see clearly, your world, your kingdom, our future.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

February 13, 2022
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