“Send Him”

Luke 16:19-31

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen

Two men and two worlds: two distinct stories. We know the first story well. A gate divides them: on one side a rich man draped in the color of kings purple cloth dyed with the juice of an exotic shellfish and underneath his robe a fine linen shirt. He eats sumptuous meals: every day a feast. On the other side of the gate lay a poor man clothed in sores, surrounded by dogs, famished and hoping only for scraps from the rich man’s table: a man named Lazarus. Each dies: one is buried the other is carried on the wings of angels.

The second story is about their respective destinations: heaven and Hades. We do not always attend to this second story, in part, because it terrifies us. For in this story we meet not the God of mercy but the judgment of Abraham. Abraham speaks with compassion but nevertheless condemnation. Abraham’s voice echoes across the chasm that divides Lazarus and the rich man, that chasm that is the distance between heaven and hell “If they do not listen to Moses neither will they be convinced if someone rises from the dead.”

As his voice trails off all that remains is silence. It is too late. The rich man’s fate is sealed. One is reminded of Dante’s description of the gates of hell. Emblazoned over the gate were these words, “All hope abandon ye who enter here.” But God is a God of Hope. It is God’s son, Jesus, who tells this parable to convict us yes, but only so that he may also save us. And we need to be saved because of the two characters we probably have more in common with the rich man than the poor man.

We are acutely aware of the ever growing disparity between rich and poor not just in what we used to call “The Third World” but right here in our world in our own city. In the past we may have had a general sense of hunger and injustice but now vivid pictures including the sound and the fury of poverty and injustice, stream into our minds constantly. The immediacy and urgency of worldwide up to the nanosecond reporting on hunger over the internet, smart phones and old fashioned TV hits hard and often.

Our awareness is heightened, our emotions engaged but we can also be left feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of the problem and the complexity of the solutions.

The onslaught of information overloads our circuitry for compassion at times and we retreat into a world we can manage: our own world. I invite you to consider with me this parable that one commentator describes as “Easy to understand but hard to hear,” and listen for the Word of God to us in our circumstances today.

This parable is unique to Luke and it is the only parable in the New Testament that names one of the characters: Lazarus (not to be confused with Lazarus in John’s Gospel). It appears in chapter 16 the chapter about money and possessions the chapter in which Jesus accuses the Pharisees of loving money. When Jerome composed the Latin bible he named the rich man Dives Latin for wealth attesting to the power of the theme.

It is part of a carefully orchestrated gospel account: Jesus shall usher in grand reversals of fortune. Beginning in chapter 1 when Mary proclaims “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly” to chapter four when Jesus begins his ministry in Nazareth quoting Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor” to chapter 6 when Jesus delivers the Sermon on the Plain – The Beatitudes saying in part, “Blessed are the poor for yours is the kingdom of God, Blessed are you who are hungry now for you will be filled, Woe to the rich for you have received your consolation. The message is clear and the Pharisees tremble at its implications for they are rich.

The parable is directed at the Pharisees and since there is a little bit of Pharisee in each of us, we can listen in this morning. A parable is a story, an open ended tale that can be interpreted on many different levels. Some scholars suggest this rich man in Hades is still acting like a king albeit without a crown anymore: still arrogant and demanding: telling Abraham to order Lazarus to fetch him water and go back to warn his family. I disagree.

William Barclay opens up an entirely different understanding of the story. The rich man did not see Lazarus and therein lies his sin. Lazarus was right there at his gate, on his doorstep, but he did not see him. The man was not a king – he was a man that wore the cloak of royalty but his kingdom was very small his family, his comfort. He was not evil, he did not kill Lazarus, he did not beat him or send him away, he simply did not see him. In Hades his eyes are opened perhaps through his suffering.

He called out, “Father, Have mercy on me, send Lazarus.” He begs him to send Lazarus for he has no power to do so. And when Abraham pronounces his condemnation irreversible, the rich man, does not scream or shout or defend himself. He says, “Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house – for I have five brothers – that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of torment.”

Over the past week I have come to realize in the anguished words of the rich man something that even the gates of hell cannot prevail against: love. In this moment of torment and the realization that all is lost the rich man thinks of his family: love for his family. It is here in this moment that story unfolds the gospel for us. Had this man understood his family in a broader kinder more expansive way to include Lazarus – had he treated that poor man at his gate not as an invisible man but a man just like his own family the verdict would have been different.

Abraham doubts that the rich man’s family would listen to a messenger – even it Lazarus returned from the dead – even if one were to be raised from the dead one like Jesus. And this is where we come into the story. The only role available to us is that of the brothers. Is Abraham right, will we listen to the messengers in our life? What will it take to get our attention?

In a recent issue of Christian Century Magazine, Theologian Karl Rahner tells a story about a university student who thought he was losing his faith. The man came to him in earnest to ask what book he should read to recover his faith. Said Rahner, “Go and serve the poor in Munich and your faith will be rekindled.” He was really inviting the man to become an apostle – a messenger for Jesus who said, “I have come to bring good news to the poor.”

I am humbled by the apostles in my midst. A few months ago at staff meeting our sexton, Mike, said, “Kathy and I have been talking and we are going to buy some groceries every paycheck so we can give out some food and wonder if you guys want to do that too – no obligation.” He went on and talked about all the people he and Kathy, the financial secretary, see every week – the men and women and children that come by the office to ask about Good Samaritan help. He talked about the maligners here and there but more about the majority of people who are just tired and hungry and lost. 

Payday finds the staff searching out the two for ones, the specials. The money spent is modest, the gesture small in the whole scheme of things but Kathy’s cabinet is filling up - we are not cramped for space yet – the food flies off the shelves.

I did not see the people coming by the office – I had things to do, meetings, studying, pastoral visits. I am grateful to Mike for helping me see the men and women at our gate. I am grateful that God sent a messenger into my life who shares what he has with the people he sees around TTPC.

It is a small thing really but the food you bring for Metropolitan Ministry or that the staff brings for our cupboard of grace is exactly the small gesture that the rich man could not make and it blinded him not only to Lazarus but to his God.

Let us pray

O God, help us see beyond ourselves that we may hear your word for us today and share our wealth to become the messengers of hope and love you call us to be in the name of your son Jesus Christ. Amen.
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