Text: Luke 16:19-31, Amos 6:1-7
Introduction

We’ve all had the experience of saying exactly the right thing at the right time – a pun, a wit, a serious thought.    A couple of weeks ago, I was tasting my overly hot hellfire and brimstone chili, and I noticed the description ticket had been scrawled on.  It said “it’s really hot.”  I made an offhand comment that I had already circled “Really Spicy”.  I think Sylvia said, “yes, but people don’t believe that.”
A visitor was about to take a taste of it as that conversation was going on.  And I replied, “yep, they don’t believe it when the preacher talks hellfire and brimstone from the pulpit either.”  I locked eyes with the visitor for a second, just before the heat of the chili hit her tongue.
Trouble in the Text
There are two troubles with this text.  The first is that to the modern mentality, Jesus is just way too heavy.  He actually talks about a real place of torment and flame – what a downer.  And you can feel the heat as he tells this story.  It would probably do us good to understand why Jesus is so hot. 

The second trouble – what has Jesus so heated up, is the same thing we’ve been talking about for a couple of weeks.  Jesus eats with sinners.  Not just that he welcomes them.  Jesus goes out of his way to call sinners.  And the Pharisees – and at times segments of his disciples don’t like this.  In a series of escalating parables Jesus says get with the program.  The lost sheep, lost coin and prodigal son – this is how God acts.  The dishonest manager – he knew how the rules of the world work – you disciples, learn how the rules of the kingdom of God work, and be as shrewd with them as that dishonest manager was in this world.
But the Pharisees mocked this.  Our continuous reading lectionary skips a few verses, but Jesus is talking to those Pharisees about the Law and the Prophets, the Kingdom and John the Baptist.  The Pharisees had rejected John – they didn’t believe his baptism.  And they are rejecting Jesus. This is not a kingdom they want to be in – but it is coming anyway.  So Jesus tells the parable – a parable about being oblivious to what is around.  About missing what is really important.  There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day.  And just outside his gate was Lazarus.

The gates – the gates of the city, the gates of rich men – that is where business is done.  That is where clients would congregate seeking justice, or mercy or a job.  The poor would be dropped there because the rich would be walking by and they could beg and receive alms.  In the modern era we have police forces and vagrancy laws so that the rich never have to see the poor lazari of the world, but think about a panhandler sitting at the doors of a 5th avenue co-op or maybe in the lobby of Goldman Sachs.   You could even go so far as to say that Lazarus and the rich man were neighbors, because this is where Lazarus had been laid.  But the rich man never even noticed Lazarus.  Not a dollar in the cup.  Not even allowed to go through the trash.  That is more the meaning of “he desired to eat what fell from the table.”  We are not talking leftovers or crumbs.  We are talking what was intentionally thrown down as refuse.  The dogs – not man’s best friend in the bible but the unclean mongrel curs – the dogs had more mercy on Lazarus than his neighbor rich man.  They licked his sores.
The rich man was acting according to the best principles of this world while completely disregarding the prophets.  Prophets like Amos – “Woe to those who lie on beds of ivory and stretch themselves out on their couches…but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph.”  He had a responsibility to his neighbor – to Lazarus – and he never had mercy.
Trouble in the World

It is comparisons like that which keep me up at night.  There has never been a society as rich as ours.  Tom Wolfe once wrote that “the average American plumber lives in a way that would have caused the Sun King (Louis the XIV) to blush.”

Peoples and civilizations rarely collapse because of hardship or even outside conquest.  They collapse because of decadence.  They are too busy eating and drinking, playing games and listening to music.  “Woe to those who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, and like David invent for themselves instruments of music.”  Amos’ Northern Kingdom of Israel was rich.  It was prosperous.  It had managed to secure a place in trading between Egypt and Assyria and Babylon.  And then it fell – “therefore they shall now be the first of those who go into exile, and the revelry of those who stretch themselves out shall pass away.”  The people who lived in Canaan before Israel – according to the Bible they were there until their wickedness was full.  The Israelites conquered a land flowing with Milk & Honey – a rich land.  And in those proto-typical stories of Sodom and Flood – the good times went on right up until the first drops – drops or rain or of brimstone – fell.  It’s a well established biblical pattern that those God wishes to destroy – first he allows great wealth.  Until their wickedness is full.
You may think that is harsh.  That the preacher is just a little cranky today.  But in confirmation we covered the third commandment last week – Remember the Sabbath day.  Luther explains it – We should fear and love God that we may not despise preaching and His word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.  When I tried to make the case that any sanctified attempt at keeping that would include consistent worship.  That someone who would consider answering yes to this confirmation question – “Do you intend to live according to the Word of God, and in faith, word and deed to remain true to God the Father, Son and Spirit, even to death? -  that if you were thinking about answering yes, some form of intentional spiritual practice, like worship or daily bible reading or structured prayer, something intentional would probably be a good idea.   The response – “but what if I’ve got soccer, baseball, camping, fun stuff…”  From the mouths of children.  

Have we become so rich that we wear purple over fine linen and feast every day?  Have we become so rich that we ignore God and don’t see Lazarus sitting at our gates?  Is our culture’s angst over the hellfire Jesus – which manifests itself in an easy universalism and a rejection of anything not the ‘God of Love’ – is that angst and rejection because we know we haven’t taken the warnings seriously?  
Gospel

There are three things in the text I hope can bring some solace or some gospel peace.

First is the presence of Father Abraham.  Abraham was a very rich man.  The poorest of the poor, Lazarus, is consoled in the rich Abraham’s breast.  The sin is not wealth itself.  But what we have to remember about Abraham is that when God promised something and said go, Abraham left everything he knew and set out.  What we have to remember is that when God promised something – “Abraham believed it, and God credited to him as righteousness.”  Abraham was not righteous in himself, but he believed God’s Word.  Abraham believed it enough to act in this world as if the Kingdom of God was already here.
Second, we still have Moses and the prophets.  We may question if anyone listens, but they are still proclaimed in every city.  In Luke, in the resurrection appearance on the road to Emmaus, two disciples will remark about their hearts being on fire while as Jesus had explained to them Moses and the prophets.  God’s word continues to testify about The Word of God.  
Third, unlike Abraham or that rich man, we do have someone risen from the dead.  Early in the morning, carrying spices, the Mary’s found an empty tomb.  And the Magdalene grabbed hold of what she thought were the gardener’s feat.  The risen Christ told her to get up and go tell the others.  An empty tomb and a solid body.  A band of apostles testifying to what they saw.  We have been sent someone risen from the dead.

Conclusion
The empty tomb and the resurrection appearances are the crisis of the Kingdom.  You have to decide.  Which side of the gate are you on?  Right now, is the time of grace.  The gate is open.  We can go in and out.  We can see Lazarus every day.  We can see Christ in the face of the Lazarus in our lives.  But that gate turns into a chasm.  A chasm so great and so fixed that not even Abraham – who prayed for Sodom - can offer hospitality.

The time of grace gives way to the time of judgment.   We are all being forced into the Kingdom.  Which side of the chasm?  Did the disciples run off with the body, or was the tomb empty.  Did the Magdalene see a gardener, or the risen lord.  Did the apostles have a mass delusion, or did Jesus show up and breath on them and given them His spirit.  Did they cajole Thomas into the hysteria, or did Thomas feel the nail marks.  Has the Kingdom of God broken into this world, or are we still in bondage to decay?  Decisions made today, harden and deepen and become eternal. Do we live as citizens of this age, or do we live today as citizens of the Kingdom of God?  Amen.  
