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THE NINETEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

What Will It Take?
Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15; Luke 16:19-31

On my first trip to Europe–I can say that now that I have been a second
time.  On my first trip to Europe during a study trip in college, I was excited
about seeing one of my favorite paintings: View of Toledo1 by El Greco, a
Spanish artist.  Part of our travels would take us to Madrid and the Prado
Museum where I was certain I would see the great master’s work.  My
excitement increased when our trip began in New York City.  On a study visit
to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I discovered a small print of El Greco’s
painting in the gift shop.  For the next three weeks I could hardly wait until we
visited the Prado.  The day finally arrived and as soon as we completed the
tour related to our study and had some free time, I found a docent in the
museum and asked where I might find El Greco’s View of Toledo.  “That one,”
he said, “is in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City!”  No wonder
they had the print in their gift shop!  It was about twenty more years before I
had a chance to visit New York again and see the painting that had been right
under my nose so many years before.

Sometimes we get preoccupied with our own desires and fail to pay
attention to what is right in front of us.  Sometimes our attention is so focused
on what we want to do that we never see what needs to be done.  Sometimes
we are simply blind to what is right before us because we are looking for
something else entirely.

That was Dives problem.  “Dives” is the name traditionally given to the
rich man in Jesus’ parable.  He was so preoccupied with his own concerns
that he never saw the beggar at his gate.  As Jesus tells the parable, the
contrasts are dramatic: The man is rich and Lazarus is poor, even destitute. 
The man is dressed in purple and linen, the finest of clothing, while Lazarus
is covered in sores.  Dives dines sumptuously on the most delicious foods as
Lazarus prays that he might get the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s table. 
Were it not for the dogs that licked his wounds, Lazarus would have received
no comfort for Dives offered Lazarus no compassion whatsoever.  Lazarus
was completely invisible to Dives as was the larger truth of God’s ways in the
world.

1To see an image of View of Toledo, visit the website: http://www.metmuseum.org/collections/
search-the-collections/436575



Although the rich man never gave Lazarus a mere glance on earth,
once both men had died, he saw Lazarus clearly.  The former beggar was in
heaven, sitting with Father Abraham, being tended by celestial beings while
Dives, now stripped of all the trappings of wealth, found himself in Hades,
tormented and begging, a true reversal of fortunes.

He does beg.  He begs Abraham to send Lazarus, not to bring him a
drink of water or even a thimbleful, but merely to dip his finger in water and
touch his lips so as to cool them.  He begs him to send Lazarus to warn his
brothers of their fate if they do not open their eyes to needs around them.  He
begs mercy for them, but Abraham, wise to the ways of humans, reminds
Dives that his brothers have Moses and the prophets and have not listened
to them.  They will not pay attention even if someone rises from the dead and
comes to them.  Do you think Jesus was trying to get someone’s attention?

It is a sobering message that Abraham delivers on Jesus’ behalf.  In
fact, it is tragic.  No matter what you to tell people or who attempts to tell
them, if they are not interested, they will not pay attention.  Surely that is not
true today in this world of mass media!  Or is it?  I missed a major painting in
a museum and hunted for it half a world away.  I probably walked right past
it on that visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art so long ago because I was
convinced it was in Madrid.

Dives was confident that his wealth was a gift from God.  He was certain
no one in his neighborhood was hungry or needy in any way.  He was sure
there were no beggars anywhere near his home.  If there were, he was
certain that he need do nothing about it.

Throughout this section in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus speaks alternately to
his disciples and the Pharisees who, as Luke reminds us, were known as
“lovers of money” (Luke 16:14).  This parable appears to be directed toward
the Pharisees who were not at all open to Christ’s teachings much less his
divinity.  In many ways, they personified the rich man and his brothers who
would not believe even if someone should rise from the dead.

What hope is there then of sharing the Gospel?  If ears and minds and
hearts are closed to hearing the Good News proclaimed, how can we share
the gift of God’s grace with the world?  If people are looking in the wrong
place for whatever will fulfill their lives, how can we get them looking in the
right place?

Jeremiah had a good idea; rather, God did.  During the long siege of
Jerusalem by the army of Babylon, Jeremiah was sequestered in the palace
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of the King of Judah.  Jeremiah repeatedly warned the king and his people of
their wrongheadedness.  He knew that Babylon would conquer Jerusalem and
his people would be overthrown.  He also knew that God was not through with
his people and would eventually restore Jerusalem to its glory.

God instructed Jeremiah to exercise his right of purchase of a field in
Anathoth as a way of encouraging the people to hope in God.  The city was
about to fall.  Babylon would rule them, so what value would a piece of land
in Judah have?  Upon God’s urging, Jeremiah bought the land from his
kinsman as a sign of hope to the people.  What appeared to be a ridiculous
investment, became a sign of hope to the Hebrew people because it signaled
their prophet’s belief that one day that field would flourish again when God
restored his people.  Although the king and the people of Jerusalem would not
listen to his warnings, Jeremiah knew they would pay attention to what he did. 
He demonstrated what he believed.  He acted out the promise of God.  He
lived the hope of God’s grace.

Sometimes when life is tough and circumstances are difficult, it is hard
to any words of comfort and hope.  Sometimes when things are extremely well
for us, it is hard to hear words of caution or warning.  In Jeremiah’s case, an
object lesson was a powerful message of hope.

During World War II, the Germans sent millions of Jews to concentration
and death camps.  Hitler boasted that the brightest and most gifted Jews
would be protected in a fortress near Prague known as Terezin.  The promise,
of course, was another of his lies for many of the two hundred thousand
people who went to Terezin died.  Fifteen thousand of those individuals were
children.  In order to keep the spirits of the children alive and hopeful, to help
them cope with the horror of the war as well as retain the wonder of God’s
world and the creativity given to each of them, Friedl Dicker-Brandeis, a
teacher in the camp, decided to teach them art.  She used any scrap of paper
or other material she could find for her students.  Not only did these children
capture on paper the atrocities of the war, they also preserved memories of
their former life and their hopes for life to come.  Although this teacher was
sent to another camp and her eventual death, she left behind a suitcase
containing over 4000 pieces of this artwork which continues to inspire people
today.  Her actions inspired hope in those children.2

Also during World War II, the Germans relentlessly bombed London. 
They knew that if they could destroy something Londoners valued, they could

2For more information about art in the Terezin camp and for examples of the children’s artwork see: 
Hana Volavkova, ed., I Never Saw Another Butterfly: Children's Drawings and Poems from the Terezin
Concentration Camp, 1942-1944 (New York: Schocken Books, Inc., 1993).
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break their spirit.  Hitler chose St. Paul’s Cathedral in the heart of the city.  It
was a symbol of the city as well as being the spiritual home for so many
people.  Night after night, the Luftwaffe bombed London and St. Paul’s. 
Hundreds of people responded to calls for help and rushed to form bucket
brigades and save their beloved cathedral, often at the peril of their own
homes.  Although it suffered great damage, St. Paul’s Cathedral today stands
firmly in London as a witness to God’s grace and a minister of the Gospel of
hope.

Perhaps Dives and others of us who are like him will not listen to what
is preached and shared about God’s desires for us.  But they may pay
attention to what we do.  Jeremiah’s purchase of a field in the midst of the fall
of Jerusalem was a sign that God would not forsake his people.  Christ’s
death on the cross was a sign that God would willingly suffer on behalf of his
people.  And Christ’s resurrection from the dead was a clear demonstration
that God will bring life out of death and hope out of fear.

What can we do to demonstrate God’s love for this world in which we
live?  How can we live out the Gospel day by day?  Will serving a meal at the
Homeless Shelter remind people who are down on their luck that we care
about them?  Will volunteering in a school to help children learn to read let
them know that someone is interested in their future?  Will changes in the way
we treat the most vulnerable in our community and country say to the world
that we hold ourselves to a higher standard than self-determination alone? 
Will wise diplomacy bear witness to our desire for peace over war?

What can we do to get the attention of the Dives in this world?  What
can we do to care for the Lazaruses in our community?  What can we do to
live out the Gospel of Jesus Christ day by day.  Actually, quite a bit.  Think
about what God has done for you.  How has God captured your attention?  In
what ways has God changed your life?  What can you do to show others in
deeds great and small what faith in God means to you?  As our choir sang at
the beginning of our worship, “Love is little, love is low, love will make our
spirit grow. Grow in peace, grow in light, love will do the thing that’s right.”3 
It is often in the little things, the seemingly lowly things we do like giving a
crust of bread to a hungry beggar, covering his wounds with bandages or his
naked body with clothes, that real love and grace are communicated.  What
can you do to reach the Dives and their brothers in this world?  You go and
live the Gospel in telling ways.  Amen.

3Kevin Siegfried, arr., “Love Is Little,” Shaker Songs, Kevin Siegfried, composer, The Anton Armstrong
Choral Series, Anton Armstrong, Editor, Earthsongs, 1997.

4



September 29, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Today is one of those days when we stand in awe of your creativity, O
God.  Fall’s colors are just beginning to blush, turning the faces of trees an
embarrassed red or glowing gold.  Green foliage still persists, reminding us
that fall is not a time of death but of deeper growth that reaches down into the
soil for protection against winter’s cold.  This delightful interplay of colors
reminds us of our own growth and protection against the chill effects of life.

We sometimes blush when we turn to you, slightly embarrassed to ask
for yet another thing.  We often glow with gratitude for the ways in which you
meet our needs, knowing our deepest thoughts even before we can fully
formulate them.  Nevertheless, we know that you do care for us and that you
creatively work within us and for us to guide us through life.

For this reason, O God, we come asking for help for our friends and
ourselves.  Illness has invaded our bodies and left us weakened and afraid. 
We need your healing compassion.  Fear has gripped our minds and hearts,
stripping away our confidence and stealing our hope.  Uncertainty has
clouded our judgment leaving us unable to make good decisions.  Heartbreak
has drained our souls causing us to despair.  Swirl your Spirit in and around
us, O God, reminding us of your mercy, holding us in your grace, and filling
us with the power of your love.

We pray for people the world over who are facing crises of various
kinds: floods, riots, hunger, thirst, poverty, war, fire, severe weather, and
oppression.  Help them through your Spirit to know that they are not alone
and that there is a path to wholeness and happiness that you will reveal.

Minister to us, O Lord, in whatever way is appropriate to our need and
circumstance.  Remind us that we are not alone and that we have the resolve
and courage to do whatever you call us to do.

Bless now your church and her people.  Bless our ministries and our
missions.  Bless our young and our elderly.  Bless us all, we pray, through
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


