
Political Wizardry

Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15; Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16; 1 Timothy 6:6-19; Luke 16:19-31

I promise that I really don’t want to talk politics. At this point in the ordeal that’s the electoral

process, we have been through a federal, provincial, are faced daily in the media with the upcoming

civic election and then there’s the never ending cycle that is American politics with the daily reports of

the latest gaff of Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton’s health issues. I think that  most of us are sick of

politics. One more attack ad by one politician attacking another and I may be unable to contain my

desire to attack both of them!

No, today I want to talk about an even more controversial and conflicted subject than politics:

money.

If you know much about the Bible, you know that we don’t talk as much about money in this

church as the Bible talks about money. Two of our readings today refer to money. This Sunday’s

assigned epistle from First Timothy offers the warning:“But people who are trying to get rich fall into

temptation. They are trapped by many stupid and harmful passions that plunge people into ruin and

destruction. The love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Some have wandered away from the

faith and have impaled themselves with a lot of pain because they made money their goal” (1 Tim

6:9-10 CEB). Yet another biblical text that’s too hot to handle! Today’s Gospel reading is one of

hundreds (almost a thousand by one count) of places that money, riches, and material goods are

discussed in a negative way.

We’ve been in Luke’s Gospel this year, and that’s why we’ve had so many sermons based on

Jesus’ parables. And that’s also why we’ve had a good many texts about rich people and poor

people, because that’s a recurring theme in Luke’s Gospel.

Most of the parables that we’ve examined have been rather hard to figure out, subtle, requiring
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some skilled interpretation (sometimes by me!) in order to make sense of them. We’ve noted how

Jesus sneaks up on us in many of his parables, making his point by coming in the back door.

But not today’s parable.

I said in previous sermons that the subject of most of Jesus’ parables is God, not us. Most

parables are about who God is and what God does and not about who we are or what we’re

supposed to do.

But not today’s parable.

I’ve said that the intention behind most of the parables is to proclaim good news to people.

But not today’s parable. It’s a parable of judgment, a rather disgusting description of the

miserable plight of a poor man (“dogs would come and lick his sores,” 16:21 CEB), a somewhat

scathing picture of the extravagant, cushy lifestyle of an insensitive rich man who wears finery and

feasts in luxury. Then the story thrusts the rich man into hell, where he is in horrible torment. The

parable implies a dire warning. Unlike lots of Jesus’ parables, this one takes sides, draws the gap

between rich and poor as a stark contrast. This story is “hell fire and damnation” preaching for sure.

When I first started in ministry I preached on this text and entitled my sermon “A One Way Ticket to

Hell.” My wife almost fell off the pew when she read the title but that is another story.

Is this story really about hell fire and damnation? Is this story of Lazarus and the rich man

good news or bad? You make the call.

Leading up to the current presidential election in the states there have been occasional

discussions of the gap between rich and poor, the growing gap. There have been differing,

sometimes deeply conflicting proposals for how to uplift the poor economically and how to lessen that

gap.

Within this congregation I’m sure that there are folks who have very different ideas about
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economic and political matters and how  to best solve the growing gap between rich and poor. Some

believe government could do more; others believe government ought to do less and let the market

more robustly run its course. Some say education is the answer; others say revision of the tax rate is

the key to the problem.

As Christians we can hold deep disagreements with each other on these matters. Yet there

can be no disagreement that Jesus takes sides. He has clearly set up the argument in such a way as

to indicate that God is not mocked, that God will work justice for the poor whether we do or not, that

in the future there will be a price to pay for those who have enjoyed life’s luxuries, and there will be

blessedness for those who have been denied basic human needs like food, housing, and health care

(three of the necessities that were denied the poor man). Tell me if you can figure out any other way

to interpret this little story from Jesus.

In the upcoming election (I said I wouldn’t get into politics today, but perhaps politics is

impossible to avoid when you’re being instructed by Jesus), a recent poll in Saskatoon showed that

the three top concerns in the city election are: Roads, Crime and Taxes. But of all the questions

we’ve asked about candidates, have we asked the Jesus-evoked question, “As Mayor or Councillor,

what might this person’s policies do for the poor?”

Now if I am honest I must confess that most of my political opinions have their root in my

assessment of what a candidate might do for me and my family. I’m told that most of our political

opinions can be closely correlated with our income tax brackets, not to our beliefs and values. What

is this candidate, if elected, going to do to protect me and what I’ve accumulated?

But let’s be clear (and it seems to me this parable is very clear), the Christian position is

always concern for those who have less and a sense of judgment and responsibility for those of us

who have more. When I say that I’m not being a class-warfare, socialist-leaning, tax-and-spend
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liberal, I’m just telling you what we can’t avoid thinking if we listen to Jesus.

And yet, at the same time, let’s not overlook that there’s good news in Jesus’ story of the rich

man in hell and the poor man’s embrace by Abraham. With whom do you most closely relate in the

story? Sadly, most of us can identify more with the rich than with the poor. Life’s necessities have not

been difficult for us to obtain. While we may not consider ourselves rich, we’ve lived with luxuries that

previous generations considered fit only for royalty. We have been privileged to have been served

food fit for a king, and we’ve worn some really nice threads in our day.

But perhaps there may be some within the sound of my voice who can more closely relate to

the poor man. Perhaps you have known sickness in a world that worships health. You may have

known relative poverty in a world where people’s worth is judged by how much money they can

accumulate. You might have known emptiness and hunger in a culture where some perish from too

much rather than too little. If so, then the story that seems harsh to so many of us may seem like

good news to you.

And even for those of us who have known relative riches, there is some good news here. Our

material blessings are indeed blessings. And yet, the story suggests that they become curses when

they are abused as ways to widen the gap between those of us who have more and those who have

less. We are not created to be divided, separated from each other. We are created, Christians

believe, for communion, to take responsibility for each other, to reach out to sisters and brothers in

need.

And I think there’s even more good news here. It’s too late for the rich man, but it’s not too late

for us. There’s no way for him to warn his father and brothers, but there’s still time for him to warn us.

In this service we have read from scripture, from the prophets. And maybe, if God has blessed us

with presence today, we have had One come back from the dead to tell us what the future is like.
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And having been warned by Jesus’ pointed parable, maybe we can go forth and warn others.

I’m not talking politics, or even economics. I’m talking theology. The one who told this little

story that’s so difficult to weasel out of just happens to be God’s Son, the saviour of the world, Jesus

Christ.

Each of us in our need or amid our blessings can take an honest look at ourselves in the light

of Jesus’ story. Somebody has come back from the dead to tell us the truth about the future and to

show us our true situation. Jesus loves us enough to show us the peril of our riches and also to give

us something good to do with our wealth.

Good news. We know the truth. And there’s still time for something to be done about it. In fact,

in just a moment as we pass the offering plate and we give money for the needs of others who are

not in our family, as we take responsibility for someone else’s pain, we can respond to this tough little

story in a positive way. 

What we put in the plate here in church is not the whole journey, but it’s a good first step!

Thanks be to God! Amen.
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