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Proper 21 C

September 25, 2010 (Sat. only)

Jeremiah 32:1-3,6-15, Psalm 91, 1 Timothy 6:6-19, Luke 16: 19-31

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


No offense meant to the attorneys among us, but I thought this story entitled “Eating Out” was interesting.   It seems that two attorneys went into a diner and ordered two drinks.  Then they produced sandwiches from their briefcases and started to eat.  


The waiter became quite concerned and marched over and told them, “You can’t eat your own sandwiches in here!”  The attorneys looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and then exchanged sandwiches.


I wonder if the rich man in today’s gospel felt that all he would need to do to get into heaven was switch sandwiches?  For today in a study of contrasts that is unique to Luke’s gospel, Jesus presents a parable about a rich man and a poor man named Lazarus.  Whereas  the rich man dressed in fine clothes and “feasted sumptuously every day,”  Lazarus longed to eat even the scraps from the rich man’s table.  He lay outside the gate of the rich man’s home and was covered with sores instead of linen.


But one thing the poor man has that the rich man does not is a name.  Lazarus is the only person specifically named in any of Luke’s parables.  The name is a variant of Eleazer which means God heals or helps.  


When both men die, the contrasts continue, but now their situations are reversed.  Whereas the poor man “was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham,” the rich man found himself tormented in Hades.

The rich man begs for relief from his torment, and tells Father Abraham to send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool his tongue.  The rich man still has not grasped the significance of what has occurred and acts as though his former status remains.  He asks Lazarus to do for him what he himself never did for Lazarus. 

Furthermore the chasm that now exists between the two men is so wide that it cannot be crossed.  In death the rich man is now as powerless as the poor man had been in life.  The rich man finds himself in this position because he misused his wealth and position.  He could have helped Lazarus, but he did not.


Many have suggested that because Lazarus is named that this parable might be about a real person.  George Rutler says that Lazarus was a very common name in biblical times and to suggest that the parable is about a real person would be like suggesting the same thing about Jack and the Beanstalk.  There are a lot of Jacks around.  Rutler continues by saying that “Lazarus is the image of suffering mankind.  Whereas the rich man is the image of indolent mankind.”


We can find that same theme in the familiar A Christmas Carol.  Charles Dickens gently gives a salute to Lazarus in the life of Christ that he wrote for his children in 1849.  And in A Christmas Carol the ghosts visit Jacob Marley in an effort to turn him back to “charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence.”  A Christmas Carol is like the parable of Lazarus and the rich man but the rich man is given a second chance, and the story has a happy ending.


But what is the point here that Jesus is trying to make? Will all rich people end up like this rich man?   Perhaps we can find some clues in 1 Timothy  which says “The love of money is the root of all evil.”  Notice it is not money itself but an improper regard for it which is the problem.  Christian theologians point to a misplaced love for God or a disordered desire for earthly things.  The things in themselves are not bad, it is that our priorities can lead us astray if we put a greater value on money or any other thing instead of God.   St. Augustine put it this way.  “Two loves have created two cities: the earthly city by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly city by the love of God, even to the contempt of self.”  Being rich is not the problem.  The problem is putting something in our lives in the place of God.


Consider this story…A businessman in San Antonio parked his brand new car on the street and went off to do some business.  When he got back to the car, he found a poor, ragged little boy of about eleven examining it with eyes full of wonder and envy.


“Is that your car?” the boy asked.


“Yes,” the man replied.


“It’s beautiful.  How much did you pay for it?”


“Well, to be honest,” the man answered, “I don’t know.  It was given to me as a present from my brother.”


“You mean your brother just gave it to you, and it didn’t cost you a penny?” the boy asked.


“That’s right,” the man nodded.


“Oh boy, I wish that I


The man was sure the boy was going to say, “I wish that I had a brother like that.” But that isn’t what he said.  What the boy said was this: “I wish that I could be a brother like that.”

And the man concluded: “There I was in my fancy suit, with the keys to a brand new car in my hand.  And there was this little boy off the street.  Yet this impoverished kid had more love in his heart than I had.  He was richer than I was.”


Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in A Testament of Hope: “ A voice out of Bethlehem two thousand years ago said that all men are equal.  It said right would triumph.  Jesus of Nazareth wrote no books; he owned no property to endow him with influence.  He had no friends in the courts of the powerful.  But he changed the course of mankind with only the poor and the despised.”


And so we pray for each of us that we may have our priorities in order and follow what Jesus is suggesting by today’s parable.  Or in the words of today’s collect, “God, you declare your almighty power chiefly in showing mercy and pity: Grant us the fullness of your grace, that we, running to obtain your promises, may become partakers of your heavenly kingdom.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

