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It is remarkable the amount of attention the Bible gives to material possessions.  “In parables and oracles it warns about the delusion that wealth brings…about the way we humans make idols of our dollars.  It repeatedly directs reader’s attention to the poor and the destitute.  It constantly asks impertinent questions about how we earn and spend our income.  So brash is the Bible about material possessions that the preacher who tries to reflect the biblical accent is likely to be accused of “talking too much about money.”  Maybe I do not talk enough about money, but the of lectionary texts for this Sunday direct us to this most urgent issue.
  I have chosen two of those to focus my sermon for this day.
[Slide 13:  Siege of Jerusalem]



Jeremiah buys a piece of property.  Normally land acquisition seems like a sound investment.  The circumstances around this land purchase, however, indicate that it is a poor financial decision.  In 597 the armies of Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem and the Babylonians won the contest which reduced Judah to vassal state within the Babylonian empire.  In such an era this form of settling a conflict was rather civilized:  no deportations, no slaughters, no razing the royal city.  Now, in 588 the proxy king of Judah opted for a war of independence.  The same armies which circled Jerusalem eleven years earlier had returned and ringed the city once again.  “But this time there was blood in their eyes!  Whereas the first capitulation of the city had been followed by relatively mild treatment…on the part of Nebuchadnezzar, all realized that the punishment this time would be extremely severe.  Judah must be taught a lesson!”
  Even if Jeremiah takes ownership of the parcel of land, if not occupied already, it soon will be.  Who buys a piece of property knowing the city or Province will soon appropriate it without fair compensation?  Few would make such a poor financial investment.
[Slide 14:  Jeremiah]


The second piece of puzzling intrigue in this land sale has to do with the laws of redemption outlined in Leviticus 25.  In the simplest formulation the laws of redemption went something like this:  Should any property (human or plot of land) “fall into jeopardy of being lost, it is the duty of the most senior male family member to do what is necessary to claim for the family that person or thing.”  Boaz redeeming Ruth (Ruth 4:4-6) is another biblical example of this tradition.  Cousin Hanamel is flat broke and needs cash and a way out of Anathoth; Jeremiah is next in line.  Jeremiah was in prison at the time for preaching against Zedekiah’s revolt.  Impending occupation and imprisonment are two good excuses which would have been good reasons to pass the lame land sale, but he doesn’t. 

[Slide 15:  Jeremiah and the field]

Jeremiah does the most illogical thing:  from jail he gives good money for worthless land.  And then he announces the foolish purchase in the most public way possible-- in the presence of all the Judeans at the court.  It was like a massive tweet or paper advertisement.  What is Jeremiah up to?   He was doing a bit of street theater in which he played a Divine role, “Judgment is not the final word.  Beyond judgment, beyond destruction, [beyond occupation], beyond the justice of God there is restoration, mercy, salvation!  The sinfulness of the people and God’s just response to that sin will not prevail.  The one thing that will prevail is God’s compassion.  Jeremiah has conducted a little drama in which he has played the role of God, performing the same task in a small way that Israel’s God would perform on a larger stage.”

God, Jeremiah was suggesting, invests in those situations which seem hopeless.  God invests in people who are rebellious and unwilling to acknowledge their wayward direction.  God invests in us, even when we deserve it the least.  God invests in broken people, broken families, broken churches.  If a person is feeling overwhelmed this morning by the demands of life or livelihood, know that God is investing in you.  If it seems like the next generation is headed for exile, or there already, know that God is planning restorations for the future lineage.  If it seems like the issues of our world have laid siege to that which we hold dear, we need to remember that God is the one who works resurrection and renewal.  God invests in us and in our families and in our churches and in our communities and in our world.  This is very good news, indeed!  We do not always know how God does these things or when God will do them.  Our stories tell us, though, that God’s steadfast love endures for generations.
[Slide 16:  Contemporary Rich Man & Lazarus]

This powerfully prophetic story is paired in today’s lectionary with a gospel lesson devastating in its directness for those encumbered by wealth, of which Jeremiah might have been one.  The upshot of Luke’s passage for today is that those with financial resources have significant responsibilities.  It falls in line with themes Luke has been addressing all along. 
In 3:8 John the Baptist warned that claiming “we have Abraham as our father” would do no good without fruits worthy of repentance; if you have two coats give one away, the Baptist says.  The rich man repeatedly appeals to father Abraham, but to no avail because all his coats are nicely hung.  The story also illustrates Jesus’ beatitudes and woes from Ch. 6 in which the poor are blessed while the rich have received all the good things they can expect, which echoes wording from chapter 16.  In 14:12-14 Jesus showed people of wealth how, by sharing with the poor, they could ‘be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous’; themes in this parable.  Wealth is not the issue in Luke / Acts, but rather the manner in which wealth is or is not distributed.


Close attention to verse 19-21 shows the reason for the rich man’s punishment.  The rich man and Lazarus are introduced in a way that emphasizes the contrast between them.  The one is covered in fine linen and purple (purple is not cheap) while the other is dressed in sores and dog saliva.  One feasts sumptuously every day while the other hungers.  They are worlds apart, and yet live right next to each other.  Lazarus has made the gate of the rich man’s home his home. The problem for the Rich Man, in his dream like conversation, is that Lazarus was right before him.  Lazarus can easily be seen by the rich man when entering or leaving his gate.  Lazarus ‘longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table’.  This suggests a course of action for the rich man.  It indicates the least that he could have done, if he were concerned.  “The rich man is punished not… because he is rich, but because he does not respond to Lazarus’s need.  He has the means but not the will to help.  This failure also indicates that he did not listen to Moses and the prophets.”   Lazarus, whose name transliterated means ‘God has helped’, awaited God’s assistance through a Rich man who should have understood the intent of the guidelines for righteous living issued by Moses.  Although religious, the Rich Man does not help.  In the end God does help Lazarus, but not on account of the Rich Man.


[Slide 17:  2nd slide of Rich Man & Lazarus]

In pondering this parable it makes me wonder who I am not seeing at my gates.  Is it the neighbour down the block or hall who wants to chat, but I have such a rich and full life there is no time for it?  Is it the new people who begin attending here that I do not see because I have many important pastoral duties in need of attention on a Sunday morning?  Are they the poor (or wealthy but poor of spirit) of this congregation, this community, this Province, this country who do with less care than more?   This parable is a clarion call for us to consider who we see, or do not see, as well as to consider how we invest our time and treasure.
We have had two biblical stories this morning:  one in which God, through Jeremiah, invested rashly, recklessly, and financially unwisely.  And we have the story of ‘The Rich Man and Lazarus’ in which one affluent human does not live into the example set forth by God, John the Baptist, or Jesus.  Where do we go from here?
First, be ye a Lazarus languishing at the gates or an occupied piece of property torched by the wars of life, it is very important to know that you are remembered by God.  God redeems us.  God seeks to help the lowly.  God will continue to direct people to aid the suffering.  At the very least if good people of the book do not help, God will guide us well into the life after this life.   Our texts of the day reaffirm this point.
Secondly, according to Luke’s gospel, the congregation has a responsibility to care for the common good of its community.  Both the Rich Man and Lazarus are Jewish:  one appeals to ‘Father Abraham’ and cites Moses while the other has a Jewish name and rests in the bosom of Abraham, which is a phrase no where else found in Rabbinical or early Christian writing that I can find..  In the religious community they probably attended Scouts together, Venture Club together, and were in the same synagogue come Saturday morning.  We have a responsibility as a congregation to care for the orphan, the widow, alien, the least able financially among us.  The parable of ‘The Rich man and Lazarus’ was not crafted to comfort the poor but rather challenge the rich.  Certainly there is no distinction between poor and rich when it comes to the allure of mammon and Paul’s letter to Timothy picks up this point, but the Luke parable is clearly directed towards wealthy people within the Jewish community to whom Jesus was speaking.
  People of relative wealth have a disproportionate financial responsibility for the poorer ones among us.
[Slide 18:  Back to 1st Peter 4:10 quote]

Finally, I think these two stories invite us all to evaluate the priorities we have when investing our time, talent or treasure.   Where do we spend our time?   Where do we spend our money?  Where do we give the best of our talents?   These are challenging questions be we lower or higher income Canadians.  This is not a guilt trip, but rather an invitation to reflect on how we currently prioritize the way in which we offer our time, talent or treasure.  

In our last meeting the Church Board noted that we are comfortable speaking of gifts of time (volunteer work) and talents, but that we do not know how to talk about financial faithfulness.  Financial stewardship was called the “elephant in the room”.  If a person never had modeling about weekly offerings, tithing, or voluntary service, where does a person learn it?    This is a question which the Board has been considering. 
[And with that I turn the microphone over to our Church Board chair, Tammy Forrester, who also happens to be the worship leader for today, to speak into this question out of “Intentions” put in place a number of years back. [Tammy elaborates on Visionary Intention VIII and anything else she wishes to include from Board deliberations if something is prepared.  Otherwise please move t the conclusion.]
Conclusion:  The Rich Man of Luke 16 appeals to Abraham, and Lazarus is welcomed into the “arms of Abraham”.  What is significant to me is the joint appeal to Abraham.  When I think of Abraham I think of the Abrahamic (and Sarah) promise that they are blessed to be a blessing (12:1-3).  All of us are blessed:  some with treasure, some with time, some with talent, some with a collection of these.  Out of the richness of God’s investment in us, we are invited to invest in others.  Blessed be the one has invested so much in you, me and us.  Blessed be those imitate this example and follow after.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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