September 30, 2007
Luke 16:19-31
Sermon: “The Difference Between Rich and Poor” Rev. Bob Jack
Text:t “ There was a rich man..and at
named Lazarus. "’

This past Spring | was in Boston doing research for my
doctoral degree at Gordon-Conwell Seminary. My class of about a
dozen students and | were standing in front of the State House in
Boston, which sits atop Beacon Hill, one of the wealthiest sections
of the city, where people from the old “blue-blood” families still
live in homes that have been in their families for many generations.

As we were walking past some of those fashionable
brownstones and brick-faced colonial homes, | noticed something
that nearly took my breath away. In the bright red doorway of a
multi-million dollar three-story townhouse a man — a street-person
— was passed out and lying in a pool of his own urine. Next to him,
on the stoop, was an empty bottle of the poison that had done the
trick — a pint bottle of Listerine.

About the time we were passing by, wondering if we should

do anything, the door opened and out stepped the owner — a young



man in a fashionable Armani suit with Gucci shoes. And without
even looking down at the other man who had been sleeping on his
doorstep, he neatly and swiftly stepped over him and made his way
up the street. Which leads me to believe that that wasn’t the first
time he’d had to deal with that situation.

And | thought of this parable from The Gospel of Luke.

Mother Teresa devoted her entire life to the notion that we
see Christ “in the distressing disguise of the poor.” She and her
Sisters of Charity believe that when they have helped the poor they
have actually touched the body of Christ. They pray while they
work because they believe that they are doing something to Jesus
and not just for Jesus.

As I mentioned last week, Jesus’ parables are kind of like a
well-executed football running play — fake left, cut right, zigzag
through your defenses, score touchdown. This morning’s parable is
about a door — just like the doorway in Boston where the poor man

was sleeping. Only, in the parable the door never gets opened.



On the one side, the rich man sits in regal splendor, eating
and drinking and without a care in the world. On the other side of
the door, just a few feet away, is a poor man barely covered by the
rags he’s wearing, his ugly skin ravaged by unspeakable infections,
his only companions a pack of mangy dogs who lick his nasty
wounds.

So close, these two men; yet, so far away.

But then the story takes a radical turn. Each man dies, and we
get to see them in the afterlife. And we think, “this 1s kind of
strange?!” Because the circumstances are all turned around. In
heaven, we’re happy that Lazarus the poor man is finally cradled in
the bosom of Abraham. Good for him, we say. He’s suffered
enough. But the rich man’s fate makes us squirm, because I
suspect we think ourselves closer to him in this life than to the
poor man, right?

See, the story isn’t really about the afterlife. It’s about this
life: what we do; what we don’t do with what we have. The story

seems to imply that if you ignore the poor, you’re going to hell.



And to follow Jesus (correct me if I’'m wrong) you can’t indulge
yourself behind closed doors.

Surely, this cannot be, we think. Where’s the punch line?
What else does Jesus mean, besides the obvious?

Remember Steve Martin the comedian, when he used to talk
about how college wises you up and makes you cynical about
childish, traditional beliefs? He says, “What if you died, and you
were in heaven — and it was just like they said it was in Sunday
school, with pearly gates, everybody with wings on . . . You’d go,
“Oh no! This can’t be! In college they told us this was a crock...”

Well, this is no crock — this is Jesus speaking.

And whether you see yourself in this story, or not; whether
you come up with elaborate rationalizations for rich versus poor; or
for blaming the victim; or whether you simply feel that the poor
are poor and the rich are rich because they each deserve it — well,
that makes all the difference, Jesus says.

The challenge of living your life as a Christian is not that you

need to be occasionally charitable, doling our a few dollars here



and a little bit of your time there, but that you understand the
shocking reversal of fortunes that happens when you give your life
to Jesus. When the kingdom of God gets here, Jesus says, the rich
will have all their goods taken from them, and the poor will live in
palaces.

Which means that most of the time you and | have got it all
turned upside down. What Jesus says is true. But we’re so bogged
down and entangled in our webs of deceit, so used to our upside-
downness, that we never quite catch on. To his shame, the rich
man still lives in the torments of hell as oblivious to grace as when
he was dining in his sumptuous villa. He still barks orders,
demands attention, even across the massive chasm between heaven
and hell: “Tell that poor man to bring me some water.” Still
condescending; still self-serving.

Clarence Jordan, in his Cotton Patch Biblgget’s the poor

man’s answer right: “ Lazarus ain’t gonna

ri ¢ch man.
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And maybe this is hell: being forever stuck, and left to deal
with only our selfish desires for all eternity? C.S. Lewis portrays
hell, not as a flaming inferno, but as a dark, shady, chilly and
boring place. According to Lewis, in hell you can leave anytime
you want, but just as we do on earth, they choose to stay, they
choose separation from God, they choose misery over joy, and
superficiality over reality.

One of Lewis’s ghosts says, “I don’t want help. I want to be
left alone.” And Lewis remarks: “There are only two kinds of
people in the end; those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,” and
those to whom God says, in the end, ‘“Thy will be done.” All that
are in hell, chose it.” (The Great Dvorce

All who are in hell, chose it mean think of the tragedy of
that statement in light of Jesus’ parable. The rich man’s hope was
waiting right outside his door all that time. The poor man was his
neighbor, literally. His own salvation was on the other side of the
door, inches away, but it might as well have been The Grand

Canyon for all it mattered to him at the time.



Now it’s too late. He doesn’t want water for himself
anymore. He just wants a warning sent to his brothers back in the
world. But just as he couldn’t plead ignorance, neither can they.
What they need to know is clear, as clear as the words of Scripture.
As plain as the oozing sores of a beggar slumping against your
door. As plain as the food you eat, the clothes you wear, the
company you keep.

And we wonder, would tossing a gold coin out his window
every now and then have saved the rich man? What if he’d made a
little “to-go” plate — a “doggie bag” — for that beggar? Would God
have said, “Well done, good and faithful servant?”” Hardly.

As one Bible scholar has said about this passage: “The
opposite of poverty is not property. Rather, the opposite of both is
community.”

In 1942, Clarence Jordan, author of The Cotton Patch Bib)
started a shocking experiment: The Koinonia Farm out side
Americus, Georgia, in which Blacks and Whites lived together,

and embodied the kind of community described in the Book of



Acts, where fellowship meant the sharing of all earthly goods. As
you can imagine, at the time, there was considerable opposition to
Jordan’s experiment, not the least of which came from the KKK
that repeatedly terrorized and bombed and vandalized the farm.

Among the many whose lives were changed by the
experiment was Millard Fuller. As | mentioned last week, Fuller
wound up at Koinonia by accident, trying to save his marriage.
When he met Jordan, he said he felt a tremendous heaviness in his
chest. Jordan suggested that the heaviness was nothing that giving
away a million dollars couldn’t cure. Jordan said Fuller was
“money-ac” — someone addicted to money.

What Jordan suggested seemed simple enough: “What the
poor need is not charity but capital, not case-workers but co-
workers. And what the rich need is a wise, honorable, and just way
of divesting themselves of their overabundance.”

Fuller divested himself honorably, all right. He banged down
a huge door, and began hammering on new door frames, and

founded the Christian ministry called Habitat for Humanity, which



has built tens of thousands of homes for the working poor of this
nation, and around the world. The opposite of poverty and wealth
— community.

On this earth, you and | are called to live in community — not
separately, but together. Those who once were rich, those who
once were poor, the haves and the have nots, together in this crazy
new thing we call the church. Where, in a manner of speaking, the
haves stophaving, and the have nots start having; where status is a
distant memory, where we laugh at the slightest hint of somebody
trying to feel superior to somebody else.

We learn by living, sharing, daring, caring, tearing down
fences. We discover that we’re all poor; and we discover that we’re
all rich, when we study this story together. If you’re rich,
materially, you may feel squeamish in reading this story. Don’t! If
you’re poor, materially, you may feel vindicated, and think that
your evil thoughts about rich people are justified. Don’t. But if we

read this story together we open a door that was shut long ago.



As Fred Buechner has said: “In a sense we’re all hungry and
in need, but most of us don’t recognize it. With plenty to eat in the
deepfreeze, with a roof over our heads and a car in the garage, we
assume that the empty feeling inside must be just a case of the
blues that can be cured by a weekend in the country or an extra
martini or the purchase of a [wide screen] TV. ..

“In desperation the rich are continually tempted to believe
that they can solve [their] problems...with their checkbooks, which
is presumably what led Jesus to remark one day that for a rich man
to get to Heaven is about as easy as for a Cadillac to get through a
revolving door.”

That’s why 1t’s important for us to study the Bible together,

in community, because none of us 1s “self-made.”
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