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On the Level 
Luke 6:17-26 

 

 Idealism is a wonderful thing—an inspiring, refreshing way to look at 

life—something, however, that tends to wear off on many once the realities 

of surviving in an adult world take over.  In the words of George Carlin, 

“Scratch any cynic and you’ll find a disappointed idealist.”  I tend to agree; 

over the years, on many matters of life and love, my youthful, somewhat 

naïve, idealism surrendered ground to increasing crankiness and cynicism 

(most would call that aging!). 

I’m hardly alone.  In my lifetime, I can’t think of a more cynical and 

cranky period across America than the present.  People aren’t miserable 

necessarily, but neither do they seem to be happy, or particularly optimistic 

and hopeful about the way everything is going.   

From a broader perspective, the Baby Boomer generation (of which 

I’m toward the tail end) was born into and nurtured with idealism—from 

the post-war era into the scientific achievements and social change of the 

1960s and 1970s, even through the Watergate era and up into the 1990s 

with the end of the Cold War—with great expectations and lofty aspirations 

to move the world toward a better day.  Progress would occur, it inevitably 

seemed, through deliberate efforts toward racial justice, social equality, 

environmental protection, economic fairness, scientific innovation, and a 

growing global movement toward democracy and peace—all of which 

seemed so promising but has now largely evolved through subsequent 

decades of setbacks and failures to our current jaded worldview of private 

indulgence, cultural conflict, and social apathy.  I may be overstating it but, 

on the whole, we Boomers did not turn out to be the messianic vanguard of 

social change we imagined ourselves to be while in our prime. 
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It’s not like this was unforeseen.  In their prescient book, 

Generations, Neil Howe and William Strauss predicted nearly 30 years ago 

that aging Boomers would eventually provoke a major social crisis in 

America.  In 1991, looking ahead into the 21st century, they wrote: 

In 2004, thirty-five years after Woodstock, Boomers will range in age from 43 to 
60.  By 2026, the youngest Boomer will be 65, the oldest 82.  In the intervening 
era, as this generation passes through its life phase of maximum power, history 
suggests it will encounter a secular crisis comparable to the greatest moments in 
American history…Boom principle—or righteous fury—will cast a long shadow 
over the entire twenty-first century.  If the future follows the cycle, old Boomers 
will bring world history to a decisive turning point.  Whatever the outcome, 
younger generations will later remember, in black-and-white, the stern Boom 
sense of moral imperative—decades after the floral hippie and pinstriped yuppie 
images have been forgotten to all but the historian. 1  
 

Amazingly so, I think they were right. 

Equally predictable in their analysis, a new Millennial generation 

would rise up to challenge and reform our errant legacy, which is true, 

personified in part by a 29-year-old first-term Congresswoman from 

Queens who is causing quite a stir in Washington.  Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez, who stunned everyone by winning November’s election over a long-

standing incumbent, Joe Crowley, after being outspent $3.7 million to her 

$194,000.  In coming to Washington, Rep. Ocasio-Cortez has already 

gained public attention and notoriety for her progressive ideology, social 

media tweets, and personal charisma, and for the provocative launch of the 

“Green New Deal” two weeks ago, which is an ambitious and controversial 

plan to address climate change.   

In a little over a month, she has amassed enough enemies from within 

her own party (let alone across the aisle) to receive several demeaning 

comments and sexist tweets from her colleagues and from those in the 

                                                           
1 William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of American’s Future, 1584 to 2069, Harper, 1991, pg.402.  
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general public who despise her politics.  Even the mainstream media don’t 

quite know what to make of her, admiring her refreshing candor and 

tenacity, while pillorying her hyperboles and rhetoric.  As the youngest 

person ever elected to Congress, she’s too “out-of-the-box” for many 

Washington insiders, who view her as a naïve troublemaker lacking the 

political skills, sensibility, and gravitas (not to mention legislative 

experience) to make much of a lasting difference on Capitol Hill.   

That’s a fair criticism.  However, what really irritates the Washington 

establishment is that AOC (as she is often called by her Twitter handle) has 

dissected the heart of corrupt politics in a video which now claims a Twitter 

record for the greatest number of views for any American politician!  This 

all took place in a recent hearing of the House Oversight and Reform 

Committee on HR-1, a proposed bill that addresses campaign financing and 

government ethics (an oxymoron in itself), where as a committee member 

she queried the panelists from various government watchdog agencies, 

underscoring how easy it is to game the entire system.  Here’s a partial 

account of it: 

The 29-year-old told the officials she wanted to imagine what she could do within 
the current rules if she was a “bad guy” who wanted to “enrich myself and 
advance my interest, even if that means putting that ahead of the American 
people”. 
 
“Let’s say I have some skeletons in my closet that I need to cover up so I can get 
elected.  If I want to run a campaign that is entirely funded by corporate political 
action committees, is there anything that legally prevents me from doing that?” 
she asked.  The panel admitted there were no regulations stopping politicians 
from pursuing such a course of action. 
 
Ms. Ocasio-Cortez then went further: “So I use my special interest dark money-
funded campaign to pay off folks that I need to pay off to get elected.  Now I’m 
elected, I have the power to draft, lobby and shape the laws that govern the USA, 
I can be totally funded by oil and gas, by big pharma, and there’s no limit to that 
whatsoever?” 
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“You could do that,” confirmed one of the officials, adding that even the minor 
ethics regulations which did apply to members of Congress did not affect the 
president… 2    
 

which then sent Ms. Ocasio-Cortez into exploring, through simple question 

and answers, the effective ways corruption is made perfectly legal, defying 

public accountability and legislative reform from within.  In a short, five-

minute expose, she unmasked the heart of government corruption in which 

both parties are complicit. 

 What made this first-term Congresswoman so emboldened to do this?  

I suppose, it has something to do with her age.  When you’re young and 

naive, it’s natural to be idealistic and believe that change can and will occur, 

before the lessons from experience teach you otherwise.   

The truth is, reformers underestimate how much any system 

(government or otherwise) protects itself from accountability.  Expediency 

and self-preservation usually win out over efforts to create meaningful 

change.  Systems depend on that.  Typically, institutional interests hold on 

longer than do calls for systemic reform.  That’s what is so frustrating when 

wrongs are apparent, but the culture is resistant to correction.  People give 

up before the system gives in. 

The only counter to that is, true romantics—those who never give up 

despite the costs—remain true to their ideals, as author Kenneth Cain 

makes clear: 

I'm not ready to let the youthful part of myself go yet. If maturity means 
becoming a cynic, if you have to kill the part of yourself that is naive and 
romantic and idealistic - the part of you that you treasure most - to claim 
maturity, is it not better to die young but with your humanity intact?  

                                                           
2 Tim Wyatt, “Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez delivers devastating dissection of US financial system and political corruption 
in Congress speech,” www.independent.co.uk, 8 February 2019. 

http://www.independent.co.uk/
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In my mind, that’s a romantic’s stubborn dream—to heroically surrender 

one’s life before giving up one’s ideals.  However, this is far from the norm.  

Most people are willing to give up their dreams to keep their job. 

 Reality often dictates this choice, a cynic will tell you.  The real reason 

institutional reform is so daunting is because it’s not simply a matter of 

rewriting regulations and laws.  Within every system, the rule of law is 

always subject to the rules of power.  Those with power (or with access to 

it) know how the system inherently works with another set of rules, i.e., 

whatever it takes to operate within the system to get things done or to gain 

an advantage.  Those are the unwritten rules of power, reflective of 

institutional bureaucracy.   

Idealists don’t often realize institutional power has its own set of 

rules, usually catering to those who thrive at the top.  Power and influence 

allow certain people to operate apart from the normal checks and balances 

that apply to everyone else.  They recognize personal power and influence 

are more important than any law on the books.  Power makes things 

happen; it’s the fuel that runs the system, whatever it might be—political, 

governmental, economic, corporate, academic, religious, etc.   Laws may 

change, but who holds power will determine how and where they are 

applied, if at all.  We should always keep this in mind when we wonder why 

systemic racism or sexism is stubbornly resistant to change or why a 

socially disadvantaged person will rarely reach the pinnacles of power by 

normal political means.  It’s not because the laws aren’t there to allow for 

outsiders to get in; it’s due to the legacy of power within the institutions 

themselves and who wields it.  Even in a democracy like ours, the system is 

intentionally gamed and judiciously controlled by those who claim to 

represent law but realistically rule with power.  Historically, that has been 
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rich white men, which only recently has begun to change.  That’s why it’s 

hard to reform the system unless you change out the people who possess 

the power. 

 I make this point because there is a remarkable parallel with what a 

young idealist might face against the conventions of our time and what 

Jesus of Nazareth dealt with in his.  Despite the claims of traditional 

Christian theology, we should view Jesus of Nazareth, at least at the 

beginning, as a social reformer—as an idealist (a romantic one at that), who 

launched his mission with dreams of social and institutional change in the 

Jewish world, with hopeful aspirations and clear-eyed judgment that would 

result in God’s reign transforming Judean society and government.  It was, 

indeed, a messianic dream that lasted until institutional resistance 

thwarted it—by power and by person, forcing Jesus to eventually recast his 

sights (and his messianic legacy) to the inevitability of his death—a death 

that was theologically repurposed into a sacrificial death of atonement for 

humanity.   

The initial idealism, however, is evident in how Jesus courageously 

challenged the civil, religious, and political powers of his time, spelled out 

in his sayings and teachings and capsulated in the familiar Sermon on the 

Mount in Matthew and here in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain.  But then, after 

his ideals are laid out and the vision is cast for a new society reflecting the 

realm of God, everything changed.  Somewhere along the line, likely in the 

last year of his life (poignantly presented in the crisis at Caesarea Philippi), 

Jesus’s reality changed.  His own outlook switched from expecting God’s 

reign to imminently arrive to a despondent awareness it wasn’t going to 

occur at all—in fact, he wouldn’t survive the resistance from the ruling elite.  
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The meaning of the messianic dream shifts to the dramatic theme of taking 

up his cross—something the disciples struggled to understand.   

If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross daily and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and 
those who lose their life for my sake, will save it.                              (Luke 9:23, 24) 
 

If anything, Jesus likely only viewed his impending death as prophetic for 

his moment in time, in effect, bearing the sins of a corrupt system that 

refused to change.  Honestly, there aren’t a lot of people—idealists or 

pragmatists—who would eagerly take up Jesus’s cross to follow him.  It’s 

much easier, as Judas Iscariot made abundantly clear, to give up one’s 

ideals and surrender to the power of the existing system. 

 Perhaps for that very reason, tradition misreads the underlying intent 

of Jesus’s central teachings.  The stinging claims made in our text for today, 

for instance, are handled more like timeless proverbs than for what they 

are: a surgically-sharp verbal challenge to the rules of power, particularly 

pointed at the guardians of the systems, who protected their institutional 

perks rather than use their positions and power to reform Judean society, 

politically, economically, or religiously, to righteous standards.   

What these verses are, of course, are the Beatitudes, made more 

familiar (and easier to digest) by Matthew’s softer and more generalized 

rendering of them.  However, scholars are certain Jesus’s original wording 

is most likely reflected in Luke: “Blessed are the poor…” rather than 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit…”.  What’s the distinction?  The poor were a 

recognizable class of people who were wronged by those ruling society; with 

that, Jesus called for a change to their oppressive economic and social 

conditions.   

 What makes clear the Beatitudes are charges brought against a 

corrupt system is the other side of Luke’s ledger—something unfortunately 
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missing in Matthew, though it does get reiterated throughout many parts of 

his gospel.  Hear the echo of the Beatitudes when you listen to these 

contrasting woes that correspond to the earlier blessings: 

But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. 
Woe to you who are full now [instead of starving], for you will be hungry. 
Woe to you who are laughing now [instead of those who mourn], for you will 

mourn and weep. 
Woe to you when all speak well of you [rather than hate you, revile you, and 

speak all kinds of lies about you], for that is what their ancestors did to the 
false prophets. 
 

The Beatitudes are directed to the poor and disadvantaged; the woes, 

however, to the ruling establishment.  If you count them, there are over a 

dozen “woes” in Luke directed at those who are among the ruling elite in 

society, who protected the advantages they had and the systems they 

controlled to preserve their advantage.   

 The gospel reforms Jesus proposed may have been viewed as naively 

idealistic when he first proclaimed them (No one is possibly going to 

reform the system to this degree!).  Yet, after John the Baptist was 

eliminated, Jesus didn’t compromise or blunt his sharp critique and 

matters got deadly serious because, like a prophet, he was unmasking the 

truth about institutional corruption—that the guardians of the system were 

not protecting the nation’s interests, but merely their own.   

Frankly, the reason Jesus gained a popular following was because he 

was on the level with the truth.  Unlike the eloquent rhetoric of clerics and 

rulers, of politicians and plutocrats, Jesus’s incisive critique of a corrupt 

system was straight-forward and prophetic.  He wasn’t taking on this fight 

for his own sake, but for those who were chronically displaced and 

disadvantaged in his society.   
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If you missed it earlier, the prophetic demonstration of what Jesus 

was doing is evident in the first verse of our text: “[Jesus] came down with 

them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his disciples and a 

great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast of Tyre 

and Sidon.”  Jesus didn’t join the system so he could be above people, to 

lord his authority over them; no, he prophetically stood on a level place 

with them and preached on the level to those who likely had never 

experienced a level place anywhere in their normal lives.  His candor in 

calling out things as they really were, as they actually played out, was 

revelatory and refreshing to hear in his day; and he spoke the truth in a 

manner that changed lives, but ultimately cost him his own.   

As Jesus envisioned it, the rules of power would be overthrown in 

God’s time.  The last would be first and the first would be last—precisely 

what institutional powerbrokers always seek to prevent, generation after 

generation.  Those who rule do not want to be straight-forward and on the 

level with the public, because too much is at stake.  Nor do they want to be 

viewed as being on the same level as the ones over whom they exercise their 

power and authority.  Jesus knew that.  Luke knew that.  So did many 

others, including other romantic idealists like Roger Williams, Frederick 

Douglass, Susan B. Anthony, Mohandas Gandhi, Dorothy Day, Lech 

Walesa, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr.  And so do we. 

 Once we allow our souls and our idealism to give way to the arrogance 

of power and institutional corruption, it’s so hard to recover a sense of 

what’s right or ever be on the level with truth and justice, even biblical truth 

in red-letter gospels.  Idealism has a way of being clear-eyed and honest in 

a way that flushes out self-interest and self-preservation in the very 
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institutions that govern our society and world.  Cynics get cranky because 

they’ve lost theirs. 

 Though I know she isn’t Jesus, I applaud those like Rep. Alexandria 

Ocasio-Cortez because of her refreshing idealism that things shouldn’t be 

the way they are and that our government and society should be better.  

Though I might not agree with everything she believes or says, I do admire 

her courage, razor-sharp prophetic vision, and audacious spirit that speaks 

truth to power in a way that shakes the bones of the system that governs 

our nation.  To her great credit, while she and others share the limelight 

(for however long that will be) may they spark a desire in all of us to give up 

cynicism for the cherished ideals of our nation that will not serve the 

interests of power over the rule of law and the pursuit of justice.  If they can 

do that, it will preserve something in our society that will truly lift this 

country and its citizens to a whole new level. 

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      17 February 2019 


