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There have been a number of films in recent 

years that are made in black and white. I believe 

there is one nominated in the present Oscar list. 

We are so used to seeing films and television in 

colour we tend to treat black and white as second 

rate.  When we get used to seeing something in 

black and white we realise the director is telling 

us something. Contrasts are sharp and tend to 

heighten the content. Light and shade can show 

emotion in a different way. Black and white can 

show the differences in human behaviour in ways 

that we miss with colour. 

 

Today’s readings use a similar teaching device. 

They are given to us in black and white. It’s either 

one thing or the other. Blessing or woe?  There 

are no subtle shades of grey in between. This is 

what human behaviour is about. It’s one or the 

other. There’s only two choices.  
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We don’t like that simplistic approach. We think 

the world is more complex than that. It’s just not 

possible to reduce everything to a choice like 

this. Blessed are you who are poor! Woe to you 

who are rich! We live life with colour, where there 

are many choices. This starkness of black and 

white doesn’t appeal. 

 

Unfortunately the gospel does ask of us a 

fundamental choice. Either we will be blessed or 

we will be woeful. Which will we choose? Surely 

we will choose to be blessed and not woeful. But 

it doesn’t seem much of a choice. 

 

Making choices is very important. We go through 

life making these choices. There are some 

occasions when we are aware of facing a grand 

moment of decision.  Sometimes we are not even 

aware of the choice we are making. Most of life 



consists in just getting on with what is presented 

to us.  
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Even in those times when we are not aware of the 

choice we are making, each choice we make 

moves us on through life. Choices add to our 

overall pattern of going either this way or that 

way.  

 

At a training course I was on a few years ago I 

was required to think back over my life and plot 

a graph of where important decisions were made. 

Also I was to plot a graph where important 

changes happened. I was amazed at how many 

there were when I looked carefully. I was also 

amazed at the patterns that were revealed and 

the connection between choice and change. It is 

a good exercise to do for yourself. An exercise 

like this has value because it helps to see the 

patterns which emerge and the connection 

between choice and change. Whenever we 

choose, we change.  

 

What then, is the choice this gospel offers?  In 

black and white terms it doesn’t appear a very 

attractive choice. Blessing or woe! We may want 

to choose blessing but that feels like just more 

woe for us.  
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Just before Jesus spoke these words he had spent 

the night in prayer on a mountain. When he came 

down he saw the multitude of people waiting for 

him. The text tells us they came to hear him; to 

be healed of diseases; to get rid of their unclean 

spirits; and to gain the power that came from 

him. They came because they knew Jesus could 

change them. They knew he had what they 

wanted. They were there because considered 

themselves poor, hungry, thirsty, ignorant, 

frustrated, sad. They wanted to change the way 



they were. And Jesus blessed them. These are the 

ones Jesus sees as the hope of the world. Jesus 

hopes in them because they want to see changes 

that will make the world a better place.  
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When Jesus said ‘blessed are you who are poor’ 

he was not suggesting poverty was a virtue. His 

life was an example of wanting to rid the world 

poverty and everything else which spoilt life. In 

this story Jesus speaks to people who want to 

have the world changed. They want to change 

their own situation. They want to change not only 

for themselves, but also that others can share in 

the new life Jesus brings. The people who came 

with their needs were the ones Jesus blessed.  

 

No doubt there were in that crowd people who 

thought they knew all there was to know. There 

would have been people who were rich, people 

who were filled with the good things of life. They 

didn’t want anything. They didn’t want anything 

to change in case they lost what they had. Jesus 

says ‘Woe to you’. Woe because those who think 

they have everything will not search for anything 

outside of themselves. They cut themselves off 

from others and from God. 
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Today we have to choose. Are we for the reign of 

God or against it? That’s the black and white 

choice we have to make. It’s not a matter of 

trying to be materially poor or miserable. The 

Gospel does not demand we all embrace material 

poverty or become sad. But it does demand we 

see our true needs. It does demand that to be 



part of the reign of God requires an imitation of 

divine generosity. The Gospel does demand that 

we make appropriate choices. These choices are 

not just about ourselves. They are choices which 

affect others too. The choices we make for 

ourselves have far reaching effects. We are at a 

point where we will have to make some serious 

choices. These involve things like poverty, 

climate change, assisted suicide, drug laws. Our 

individual choices have far reaching 

consequences that affect other people too.  

 

The Gospel demands that when making choices 

we take into account the love of God for us and 

for all. When we make our life changing choices 

we make them for others as well as for the Reign 

of God in our midst.  

Blessing or woe.  Which do WE choose? 


