Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 26 September 2010

Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost

"Is there any hope for the rich?"


It's one of the great biblical scenes.


Jerusalem is under siege.   Jeremiah is still under guard for all his predictions of defeat, and now he says, "Yes, I'll buy my cousin's land."


"For thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel:   Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land."


It's very similar to the cry, "Next year in Jerusalem!"  that is repeated annually at one of the Jewish feasts.


"Hope springs eternal in the human breast," the saying goes.   Reading, last week, of the 1900 Galveston Flood, I came across the statement that, for all the grimness --- between 6,000 and 12,000 people perished, in our continent's worst known natural disaster --- for all that, people were focused on helping one another and making the best of the situation.

          Human toughness and ingenuity, and examples of unselfishness and community spirit, are everywhere.   Finding them, and supporting them, is our main ministry.    As disciples of the Risen One,  we're focused on the positive   ---   even if it means going into "the belly of the whale."


That seems to be the point of the ancient Middle Eastern story Luke places in Jesus' mouth.   In failing to care for the poor man outside his gate, the rich man makes a double mistake:  He does not show mercy, and he does not follow the teachings of scripture as old as people's common memory dates back --- to "Father Abraham," in other words.


We thus have this fundamental principle of charity imbedded in our faith:    God loves everybody, and those who have, demonstrate God's love by sharing with those who have not.   Living images of God, we PRODUCE God's generosity, God's equal affection, by not hoarding earthly goods.


The old conundrum about how God's work gets done if God leaves it to us to do it, begins to dissolve in this tale.   It makes no difference that one person was rich and another was poor.   The point was --- is -- that when he could, he didn't.   When someone was in need, the nearest person with resources ignored the need, didn't even see the person.


Questions of ownership, and of the value of competition, don't seem to occupy Jesus.   Remember how he refused to help a man divide his inheritance with his brother?


Sometimes when I think of it, I'm amazed I've gotten by as well as I have materially while calling myself a disciple of Christ!!    Like good health, financial security is partly our doing --- but Luke's Jesus never gives it the lion's share of attention in any parable or action I can remember.    


Making good use of what we have seems far more important.    How did he end last week's Gospel lesson?    "You cannot serve God and wealth."


And what does the First Letter to Timothy have Paul instructing the young churchman, and his travel companion oftentimes?   "For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains."


You can see why people complain:   "All they talk about is money."   The Bible is positively boring about money.   It's absolutely central to our faith walk.   Only our thoughts seem more important to Jesus than the way we handle capital.


We started out seeing Jeremiah use money to express faith in the future.   We overheard a seasoned pastor warn a young beginning pastor about the risks connected with wealth.   We end  with the Lord illustrating the neglect of scriptural authority's teaching about wealth.


In the process, we have been asked where WE stand.   


In these difficult economic times, we are called, not just to stand firm in our faith, our values, our generosity, our relationships.   We are called to look ahead to new possibilities when old ways crumble.    God is still with us.


Indeed, our belief system is centered around the new life that springs out of the loss of everything.   The resurrection of Jesus from the dead IS --- not was, but is --- our birth, our life.    The cup of cold water we are able to give in our poverty reveals our riches.


We have been told, and we have listened:    This is the way to live.    This is the Good News.


Beginning with us (the only place that counts), we are ready to receive the power to expand community, extend goodwill, promote peace, and prepare for the coming just and beautiful world God is already making on earth, as it is in heaven, world without end.


Amen.
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