1 Timothy 6:6-19
6Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; 7for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it; 8but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. 9But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10For 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. 11But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. 12Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. 

13In the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you 14to keep the commandment without spot or blame until the manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ, 15which he will bring about at the right time—he who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords. 16It is he alone who has immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see; to him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen. 17As 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. 18They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, 19thus 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. 

Luke 16:19-31

19“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 20And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. 22The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. 23In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. 24He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.’ 25But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in agony. 26Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.’ 27He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house— 28for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of torment.’ 29Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.’ 30He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ 31He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”
Meeting Lazarus
I read a story written by a person named Pat Rose, the President of the BBB of an area including Youngstown, Ohio who tells of her granddaughter Melissa who wanted to get into an MBA program at the University of Akron.
 There were many exams, and the Melissa studied diligently for each exam – she was ambitious and hoped if she did well she would land a good job in some Fortune 500 company. And she did well on all her exams because of her drive for success. But on the last exam there was a question that baffled her. The final question on the last exam, worth 25% of her grade was, “What is the name of the person who cleans your dormitory?” After puzzling over the question, Melissa went to the professor and asked if this was a serious question. The professor assured her that it was a serious question. Students complained that this had not been material that they had studied. Explaining the question he said, “Most of you dream about being the president of a successful company, maybe even your own company, but success is a team effort. A good leader takes nothing for granted and recognizes the contributions made by everyone on the team even those people who appear to do the most insignificant jobs." It was a lesson that Melissa never forgot.
Jesus goes one huge step further in this parable. We should consider important not only people who are part of our “team;” we must consider everyone important – this parable harkens back to Matthew 25 when the Son of Man explains to the sheep on his right and the goats on his left, “inasmuch as you have done it to the least of these…you’ve done it to me…inasmuch as you haven’t done it to the least of these, you haven’t done it to me.”
   Lazarus could clearly represent “the least of these” by our standards, but did you notice that in this story “the least of these” is the one whose name is mentioned, while the rich man remains anonymous – another one of these reversals that the parables are so famous for – a reversal in the sense that we are more likely to remember the name of a rich person than we are to remember the name of a poor person. I heard recently that Forbes magazine no longer includes millionaires on its list of the 400 richest Americans; they’re all billionaires. People buy the magazine to read the list. We don’t inquire as to the names of the 400 poorest people in America. This shows where our interests lie: we’re fascinated by money, and by people with money. There’s a story of woman raised in the country, who lived a simple life, visiting her son in New York City, and as they’re walking in midtown together one evening, the mother stops next to an alley and ask her son, “Do you hear that?” Now in midtown Manhattan in the early evening, at any given moment, how many sounds will you hear simultaneously? Twenty? Forty? So you can imagine how puzzled the cousin was as he asked his country relative, “Did I hear what?” 

“A cricket,” replied the mother. The son strained his ear and, sure enough, he heard a cricket chirping somewhere in the alleyway. 

“I hear it now,” he said. “I guess you hear what you’re used to hearing,” said the son.
“No,” said the mother, “You hear what you want to hear.” She opened her purse and looked at him as if to say, “Let me show you.” Then she took a couple coins out and dropped them, intentionally, on the sidewalk.” People who were busy on their cell phones and walking briskly suddenly turned their heads, some scoured the sidewalk looking for the dropped coins. 

“You see,” said the mother. “You hear what you want to hear.”  What Paul tells us in today’s epistle reading is a truism: “The love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.” Some people obsess over it, spending all their time and energy in pursuit of it. Others, who apparently don’t have enough of it, will rob and threaten and beat and even kill others to gain it. And most of us lie somewhere in between; we believe in the virtue of honest labor for honest wages, but once those honest wages are in our possession, we have a hard time giving them up, don’t we? The general scriptural rule that we use to guide our tithing is ten percent, yet the average for Americans is about a quarter of that, with the poorer in congregation giving the greater percentage of their wealth – perhaps indicating that the more one pursues wealth, the greater the temptation to hoard it. 
We are addicts; material addicts in this nation. We may acquire our wealth honestly, but once we have it we get all sorts of stuff with it. Now I understand that we need food and shelter and clothing, and even cell phones and cars may be necessary for work and family. But what about Lazarus? What about the poor man laying at the gate? Jesus doesn’t give us much background on Lazarus – doesn’t explain how he ended at the rich man’s gate, whether he lost his job due to an alcohol addiction, or whether he suffers from some mental illness – I suppose it’s not important. And Jesus doesn’t tell us much about the rich man either – whether he provided jobs for dozens of farmers, whether he was an honest businessman, highly regarded in the community, a member of the Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club. I suppose that didn’t matter to Jesus either. The only thing that seemed to matter was that Lazarus lay at his door, hungry and sick, and uncomforted. And after both men die, their destinies are set. It’s tragic that in life the wealthy man had the ability to make a difference; now, after death, he is powerless to give or receive anything. The time is past: Lazarus is comforted, and the wealthy man is in torment. 
That is such a hard pill to swallow for us, isn’t it? We’ve pondered the question how-can-a-loving-God-damn-anyone-to-hell? Yet if we pay attention to the rich man’s words, we see that God has not damned him but he has damned himself. The evil that plagues those who pursue wealth is evident in his very words: “Father Abraham, have Lazarus dip his finger in water and come cool my parched throat.” Here is a man who has become so used to being served that he not only ignores the suffering around him but he has some sense of entitlement – the poor are there to serve the rich; send Lazarus with a cup of water. O, you can’t send him to me? Well could you send him to my family to warn them not to do what I did?” I don’t know which is worse – to not notice those who are poor and suffering or to look upon them as your slaves. 
What we need is a new perspective, a kingdom perspective, a perspective that not only sees Lazarus as someone we are obligated to care for but as someone of great worth, someone precious in God’s eyes who should be precious in our eyes. In his book Adam: God’s Beloved, Henri Nouwen shares his story of working with a person that we would  call severely handicapped; Adam could not speak, could not feed himself or dress himself or clean himself, and he suffered from frequent seizures. But he was human. Henri Nouwen gave up his academic life to work with Adam, and soon Nouwen started referring to Adam as his friend, his teacher, and his guide. Nouwen came to understand more about himself through Adam’s ministry, a ministry of peace, with no expectations, no aspirations or intentions. He was pure innocence, and he helped Nouwen see how handicapped he was, with his needs, needs for peace and purpose. In the end, Nouwen understood that God became manifest in the flesh so that we, the flesh might see God manifest in one another.  So much of today’s parable is about seeing people who we would rather ignore.
And so the take home: let us challenge ourselves to meet Lazarus, the one who sits at our door. Close your eyes who that might me, someone you have seen recently but whose name you don’t know and until now did not want to know. Cleanse yourself of all prejudices and presumptions save one: that person is God’s beloved. And now is your opportunity to serve him or her, before it’s too late. Don’t let an opportunity pass you by. And as you grow in your compassion for Lazarus, the nameless, the ones you ignore, you will find that you are storing up real treasures – both here and in heaven.
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