Lay Reader Sermon Series I
The First Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 73

1st lesson:
Jeremiah 23:23-32
2nd lesson:
Luke 16:19-31
Dives and Lazarus
The theme of the Sixteenth chapter of Saint Luke's Gospel, from which the New Testament lesson for today comes, seems to be the faithful and godly use of this world's wealth. Here are some words of our Lord recorded in this chapter: "He who is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and he who is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous mammon, who will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been faithful in that which is another's, who will give you that which is your own?" (Luke 16:10-12)
The rich man, traditionally called Dives, was abundantly supplied with the wealth of this world, the "unrighteous mammon," but he ignored the needy man, Lazarus, at his gate. He was not faithful in the unrighteous mammon, so the true riches of heaven could not be entrusted to him.

His wealth had been given to him for his lifetime; as Saint Paul wrote to Timothy "We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out." (1st Timothy 6:7) It was all from God. But Dives had not learned what Moses had said centuries before: "Beware lest you say in your heart, 'My power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.' You shall remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth." (Deuteronomy 8:17-18) So Dives' wealth was actually another's; it was God's. He had not been faithful in that which was another's – he had lived a selfish, self-centered life – so he was not given that which God had intended would be his own.

This parable of Dives and Lazarus shows a shocking reversal of the fortunes of these two men in the world to come. But it was also shocking in this world, not that one was rich and the other poor, but that the rich man ignored the poor one at his gate. The first verses of Chapter 16 of Saint Luke's Gospel are the parable of the dishonest steward, or manager, of his master's property. His dishonesty was discovered, and he was about to be fired from his post. But first he had time to call in all who owed his master any debt, and connived with them to reduce what they were in debt for, so that they would be friendly to him when he had lost his job. The point of the story was not the praise of dishonesty, but this: "Make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal habitations." (Luke 16:9)
Dives should have used his share of unrighteous mammon to make friends with Lazarus. The Rabbis of that time had a saying: "The rich help the poor in this world, but the poor help the rich in the world to come." It was believed that charity given to poor people would stand to a person's credit in the world to come; that a man's true wealth was not in what he kept, but in what he gave away. Christ put it this way: "Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven . . ." A commentator on the New Testament lesson for today has truly noted that possessions in themselves are not a sin, but that the owner has a great responsibility in how he uses them.

Christ said, "He who is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much." Dives had great worldly riches, but they amounted to very little in terms of the next world. In the Epistle for this Sunday, Saint John writes, "Let us love one another: for love is of God." Dives had all this in Moses and the prophets, but he failed to act on it towards Lazarus. Saint John continues, "He that loveth not knoweth not God." The great tragedy of Dives' life was that he apparently had everything except the most important one, the knowledge of God. Saint John also writes, "Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another." He was telling of the love of God in sending Christ, but Dives knew of God's love for His people in terms of the religion of his fathers, but he failed to do anything about it.

After the rich young ruler turned down the Lord's admonition that he sell everything he had, give the proceeds to the poor, and follow Him, He lamented, "How hard it will be for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God." The disciples could hardly believe what He said, so He reiterated, "It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God." So great a spiritual peril is the love of possessions and worldly wealth! "Then who can be saved?" wondered the disciples; and Christ replied, "With men it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God." (Mark 10:17-27)
The corrupting power of the love of money and possessions is a theme in these passages of Scripture. In a famous statement, Saint Paul wrote to Timothy, "The love of money is the root of all evil." (1st Timothy 6:10) The desire for it and all it can represent or be used to obtain can lead to all sorts of evil in business, politics, and in the body politic itself; as for example, a majority of the voters in Virginia have compelled the government of the Commonwealth not simply to permit and regulate gambling, but to promote it in the form of a state-run lottery.

We don't have to own a lot of wealth for it to be the occasion of our forgetting God, or of making us mean or hard. In a beautiful book entitled Rural Virginia, the authors let the people whom they photographed speak for themselves; so in a section of the book on country stores, one can read this: "There was an old woman had a store up near Bedford. Wouldn't burn no lights or nothin'. Had one electric light hanging over the drink box. If you wanted a drink she'd walk over, pull the string on the light, ask what kind you wanted, then she'd get it out and pull the string again. Tight old woman."

Or we think of the figure of Scrooge, in Dickens' A Christmas Carol, and of his partner, Morley, who in one of Scrooge's visions, comes back from the dead, chained to his cash boxes; a vivid picture that makes us pray fervently a collect from the Penitential Office, in which we ask God, that "though we be tied and bound with the chain of our sins, yet let the pitifulness of thy great mercy loose us." (Book of Common Prayer, page 63)
All of these examples remind us of the spiritual peril of earthly wealth, that we will be called to account for how we have used it, as the dishonest steward was, as Dives was. Saint Paul reminds us, "It is required in stewards that a man be found faithful" (1st Corinthians 4:2) Certainly this faithfulness means that, by God's grace, we will try always to be ready to give an account of our lives when called on to do so; to acknowledge where our material blessings come from; to love God and neighbor both in will and deed; and in gratitude to God for all that He has done for us in Christ and the Church, to serve Him and to live by His Commandments.

If we turn again to Saint Paul's first letter to Timothy, we can read the advice the Apostle told his disciple to give to the wealthy, but which can apply to all of us in the measure that God has prospered us: "As for the rich in this world, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on uncertain riches but on God who richly furnishes us with everything to enjoy. They are to do good, to be rich in good deeds, liberal and generous, thus laying up for themselves a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life which is life indeed." (1st Timothy 6:17-19)
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