Stewardship sermon on Luke 16:19-31 and First Timothy 6:6-19:
Maybe it’s a matter of seeing. It’s hard to imagine that the rich man didn’t see poor Lazarus lying right there, at his gate. He must have stepped over him every time he went to the Temple to pray, right? Every time he opened his home to entertain his other rich friends. Maybe his staff even had to shoo away the dogs that were licking the wounds on Lazarus’ body, which of course made him ritually unclean as well as thoroughly unpleasant to look at, so, hmmm…organized religion was no help to the poor man, either. Just a few scraps from the table, like the dogs eat, the scraps that fell from the table – that would have been a feast to poor, starving Lazarus.

This is a really depressing, sad story that Jesus tells. But, hey – this is the Gospel of Luke, and one of the things that keeps happening in this Gospel is that things get turned upside down, made right, fortunes get reversed, the lowly lifted up, the mighty brought down, the hungry will be filled and those who are full will be hungry – it’s all right there if you read the whole thing from beginning to end. So we’re not surprised and we’re not at all sorry to hear that, when both Lazarus and the rich man die, Lazarus gets carried by the angels to be with Abraham. It’s the surprise, the ironic twist that satisfies the audience, the happy ending we Americans can’t get enough of.

Now of course the rich man – he ends up in Hades, “tormented” and “in agony,” the text says. Now, let me just say this about that: Jesus is NOT telling us the details of what happens after death. As a matter of fact, this story existed in many forms in Judaism and throughout the ancient world. Jesus was drawing on ancient wisdom to make his point about what is important now, in this life. This thing about a happy ending must be true of many cultures and many times. It’s satisfying to think there’s some justice in the world, isn’t it?

The way Jesus tells the story, though – what’s the point he’s making? For one thing, I think he’s trying to tell his audience about how important it is to see. Oh, sure the rich man probably saw Lazarus out of the corner of his eye, probably didn’t talk to him, although he seems to recognize him and remember his name – but surely, if he really saw Lazarus lying there, wouldn’t his heart have been moved to do something, even to share those table scraps?  

Evidently not. Even in hell, which some say is a state of mind rather than a place, especially in hell, all the rich man can think about is himself. He doesn’t even address Lazarus here, doesn’t acknowledge him, but acts as if Lazarus is a servant who should be sent by Abraham to get HIM a drink of water because HE is in agony and wants some water for HIS tongue – it’s all about HIM, HIM, HIM – the rich man has made his way to a state of total self-absorption, and there, all by himself, all he finds is agony and torment.    

But then the rich man does something surprising – he does think of someone else, his five brothers who are also back at the mansion, enjoying the good life without thinking about the poor, and once again he “sees” Lazarus as a servant, a messenger that Abraham should send to these brothers to warn them not to make the same mistakes he made.

This is one scary story, isn’t it? Forget the happy ending thing. Instead, read this parable right in the middle of a bunch of things Jesus is saying about money and possessions, and what it means to be his disciple. Luke 14:33 – “none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.” 16:13 – “You cannot serve God and wealth.” 16:14 – the Pharisees are described as “lovers of money,” and then Jesus tells this story about wealth and poverty and suffering and warning. And I think it’s very important that we not miss that context, because Jesus is angry here at the religious leaders of his own tradition who have let him down – the ones who are supposed to be leading the people but instead are too busy loving money and thinking about themselves. 

Our other New Testament reading is talking about the same thing. It’s from the Letter by someone writing in Paul’s voice to his student, Timothy, teaching him how to be a good pastor.  Timothy is serving an urban church about 60-70 years after Jesus told this story, so there were presumably some members of his urban church who had some money. That’s where the money often is, of course – in the city. And there are teachers – false teachers, Paul says – who are leading people astray because of their love of money. Their greed.

Back then, just as today, people believed a lot of different things about money. In fact, right in the Bible, there is a kind of “prosperity theology” that says God wants you to be rich, and if you’re rich, well, God must be rewarding you. It’s a sign of God’s favor. The other side of this belief, we can figure, is that the poor somehow deserve their fate. It’s their punishment for something they did or didn’t do. Or maybe their parents did or didn’t do. Now, that doesn’t fit with other parts of the Bible that tell us to live justly and to take care of those in need. Let’s face it – the Bible has many different voices in it. In any case, I remember a book I read back in seminary called The Undeserving Poor. It was very challenging to our middle-class, All-American sensibilities. It said that in gospel living there’s no such thing as people who don’t deserve our help.  

Money itself is neutral – it can be used for good or evil. It’s the love of money, we hear, that leads us astray. That’s comforting, especially if we have a little money, or a lot. Money is not evil.  Just the love of it is, the mother of all evils, one person has said. After all, money brings with it power, prestige, security – it’s easy to love, I guess.

Paul tells Timothy what to tell his wealthy church members: “As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty, or to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life.” 

I don’t know about you, but I feel a bit of tension here. Which is it – do you have to give up all your possessions to follow Jesus, or not? Can we be both rich and faithful? Paul seems to think so. Jesus…well, that’s not so clear, is it?  

This week I went on that website, globalrichlist.com to see where I stand in the world in terms of income. It turns out that I’m one of the richest people in the world. Actually, most of us in the United States are. Once they show you where you are on the graph of the world’s population, they congratulate you and then they ask you to share your wealth with others who are in need.  Those Lazaruses who lie at our gate and the gate of the world, hungry and longing for the scraps that fall from our tables. They challenge us to use our money for good, to do good and be rich in good works, to be generous. 

You know, there’s no question that folks right here in our church, in our families and community, right down the street in this city and up in Cleveland, where I live, the poorest city in America (shame on us), are feeling not so rich no matter what the website says. That’s fair. Lots of folks are worried about debt and paying for child care and not having health insurance and losing their retirement savings or their homes, about keeping the job they have right now. The gospel isn’t meant to lay burdens on the people that they cannot bear, and that is never my intention in preaching, either.

But I would be irresponsible as a pastor if I didn’t love you enough to walk with you – together – down this difficult road and its uncomfortable questions. That’s what church is for – to wrestle with the hard questions, together.

I think, at the heart of these passages, and at the heart of being a follower of Jesus, is generosity. I really believe that all the virtues flow from generosity. Think about it. If we’re generous, we trust in God and not in ourselves and our own devices. If we’re generous, we give people the benefit of the doubt, and we don’t judge them, just like Jesus said. If we’re generous, we can open up our hearts to forgive people, just like Jesus said. If we’re generous, we make room for others in our lives; hospitality, after all, is generosity in elegant action. Think about this: the words “generosity” and “generation” share the same root word – they both have to do with bringing new life. God has generously given us life, our lives and the life of this beautiful creation, an abundance with far more than enough for everyone, but we just haven’t done such a good job of sharing that abundance.

So there are people in the world who are in need. Are we going to see them, and if so, how are we going to respond? Susan Sarandon is one of my favorite actors, and I just love how passionately she speaks out on behalf of people who don’t have as much as she does and who don’t have a voice in our public life. She puts her opportunities to speak out to good use, instead of squandering them on the silly stuff of Hollywood gossip; she talks about justice and the war and the environment, all those things we care about. The other morning she was being interviewed on the Today show about her latest movie, but that’s clearly not what she wanted to talk about – she wanted to talk about the issues. When the interviewer referred to her work for justice, Susan Sarandon’s words made me stop and listen, and I wrote them down: “My work,” she said, “is imagination, and that leads to empathy, and empathy leads to activism; I’m just doing what a citizen is supposed to do.” What a marvelous way to approach her work – to see her work in an unselfish, compassionate light! It’s not all about her, her, her, like it was for the rich man.  

That’s the thing – Jesus knows that it’s true about money and possessions – they can grab us in ways we don’t want to think about. Instead of owning, we find ourselves owned by our possessions. Luke is trying to warn us, to teach us, that the blessings of this world can turn us inward, or outward, Margaret Shuster observes, and these words really ought to go right to our hearts: Our money and possessions – and our love of them – she says, can make us “self-consumed, self-important, self-satisfied, self-indulgent, and insensitive to others…it will not be enough to say that we just did not pay attention or that we had intended to help someone tomorrow, or that we surely meant no harm to the helpless around us….”  

What if, instead, we turned ourselves over to the imagination of the kingdom of God, an imagination that leads to empathy, to feeling with others who are suffering and in need, and then, to acting on their behalf? I think the readings are saying that this is the path to the life that really is life. It’s also the path to joy. And that’s a scientific fact as well as a gospel truth:  I once read a wonderful article by Natalie Angier in the New York Times about scientists who studied neural activity, who measure brain waves. It said that, “Hard as it may be to believe in these days of infectious greed and sabers unsheathed, scientists have discovered that the small, brave act of cooperating with another person, of choosing trust over cynicism, generosity over selfishness, makes the brain light up with quiet joy.”

Here’s how Eugene Peterson translates the end of this passage from the Letter to Timothy: 

"These are the things I want you to teach and preach…a life of wonder, faith, love, steadiness, courtesy…run hard and fast in the faith…be extravagantly generous." 
That’s what I think these readings are about today, my sisters and brothers. I think they’re about extravagant generosity and unbounded joy and unwavering trust in God instead of our stuff, about sharing the abundance God has freely given us. I don’t think we’re the rich man or Lazarus in this story. I think in this story we’re the five brothers, and the question is not only whether we’ll open our eyes and see, but will we listen, too?
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