The Welcome of God: A Reason to Listen
Luke 16:19-31

Today’s reading from Luke’s gospel is another of those passages that can leave us scratching our heads or squirming in our seats a bit.

In this passage Jesus tells a story about two men who’ve died. Apart from that fact, these men couldn’t have been more different. One man had been almost unbelievably rich. Everything about his lifestyle—from his clothes to his daily habits to his home—spoke of this wealth.


Living in the same neighborhood was this man’s polar opposite. Well, saying they lived in the same neighborhood is a bit misleading. The other man, whose name was Lazarus, had been thrown at the gate outside the rich man’s house. He would have been thrilled to get just a few scraps of the leftovers from the gourmet feasts that were served inside that house.

Lazarus’ name—which meant “God is my help”—turned out to be ironically true. For during his life he didn’t receive help from anyone else, including the man who lived in the house just steps away.


When the rich man dies, he’s buried by people who care enough to take care of those details. For Lazarus, there’s simply death—no burial, no caring people.


But Lazarus, who’s known hunger and pain and neglect in life, now finds himself in heaven with Abraham. And the rich man, who’s known such great power and privilege, now finds himself in Hades without even a drop of water to call his own.

There’s a great chasm that separates the rich man from Abraham and Lazarus. When the rich man asks Abraham to let Lazarus bring him just one drop of water, he hears a hard lesson.

Abraham reminds him that during life he’d been the winner—and Lazarus the loser. Now things are reversed—and nothing is going to change that.


The New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson suggests a slight twist in the translation of the next part of Abraham’s message. He translates those words as “And in all these things, there is a great divide set up,” rather than “Besides all this, there is a great divide set up.”

This slight change reframes the eternal divide that exists the rich man and Lazarus. The divide didn’t spring up after their deaths. Instead it’s a divide that the rich man created during life. A divide between having and not having, between feasting and starving, between living in comfort and living with nothing. And now this divide will continue to separate the two men for eternity.


The rich man doesn’t try to argue with Abraham. He seems resigned about his own situation. But he does make another appeal. He asks Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his five brothers in hopes that they’ll avoid following in his footsteps.

But Abraham doesn’t offer any better news in response to this request. He tells the rich man that if his brothers don’t listen to Moses and the prophets, they’re not going to be convinced even if someone comes back from the dead.

What are we supposed to do with this story? Where’s the gospel—the good news—in a story that seems filled with only bad news?

Mark Harris, former executive director of the Global Episcopal Mission Network, suggests that perhaps this tragic story—as with all good tragedies—offers us the chance both to recognize ourselves within the tragedy and to identify alternative endings to our own stories.


According to Harris, the rich man in this story doesn’t get it. His tragedy isn’t the result of his not helping Lazarus while they were both alive. Rather the problem is that he didn’t listen to Moses and the prophets, who had a lot to say about justice—especially for the poor.

Harris says the rich man has “what Jesus in other contexts calls ‘hardness of heart,’ echoing the Hebrew sense that one’s ability to have empathy for the poor and a preference for justice could be ‘locked up.’ Locking up mercy and justice affects not just the rich man, but everyone in the story.”


The tragic flaw in the story, according to Harris, is that “the rich man suffers from a deep spiritual deafness, an inability to hear and listen to the call for mercy and justice, or even the practical plea for just plain bread and some salve for the sores the dogs lick. His heart is hardened. Everything else in this drama is the unwinding of that fact.”

Perhaps in the rich man’s tragic flaw we can recognize our own inability or unwillingness to listen to God’s word—however it might find its way to us.

For Mark Lutz, that word has come to him as he’s listened to some of the poorest people in the world.
The son of missionary parents, Lutz grew up in South Africa where he saw the injustice of apartheid first hand. During his nearly twenty-five years of work in international development, he has visited more than fifty countries where he’s seen the effects of extreme poverty.

“My richest lessons come from the poorest people,” says Lutz. “They deepen my understanding of what really matters in life. I listen to their stories, and they compel me to speak out—for their sake and ours.”

Lutz shares some of these stories in the book UnPoverty: Rich Lessons from the Working Poor. The book relates lessons Lutz has learned about self-reliance, community, awareness, ingenuity, gratitude, and justice as he’s listened to poor people around the world.

 
Lutz notes that half of humanity lives on two dollars a day. “Though materially poor,” he adds, “they are rich where many in the U.S. are bankrupt. If we knew them as individuals, they would edify us, deepening our understanding and respect for them.”


Lutz also believes that listening to these people—people who enjoy rich family relationships, build vibrant communities, and exude deep faith—can help us “envision a world during our lifetime where extreme poverty is replaced with dignity and modest prosperity for all, and in the process, those who are materially affluent become more whole.”


One of the people to whom Lutz listened is a woman named Esther. She lives in a tiny village three hours from Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe. It was in this village that Lutz met Esther as part of his work with an international microfinance organization.


Esther is the single mother of three children. Her husband had died four years earlier—just months after the birth of their third child.


He’d been sick for a long time. Fear kept the family from giving the symptoms a name—fear of knowing, fear of dying, fear of being stigmatized. But when Esther tested HIV-positive, she knew that the same unforgiving virus would eventually kill her. What she doesn’t know is how much time she has to prepare her farm and her three young children to tend it on their own.


Esther’s compound—about half the size of a football field—perches on the side of a gently sloping hill her family cleared and carefully maintains. Within the fenced area, two dogs, perhaps a dozen chickens, and a gaggle of six geese roams freely. Corn that Esther harvested earlier in the year is stored outside in a large bin. The shaded area below the corn serves as home for seventy-eight chicks that she breeds for both consumption and commerce.

Starting at five o’clock each morning Esther and her sister, who lives next door, begin a daily routine. They walk down the hill to the nearest creek. With five-gallon containers balanced on their heads, and one in each hand, they haul water to irrigate their small vegetable garden. Over the next three or four hours, they each make about twenty-five grueling trips up and down the hill, following the well-worn footpath that connects their source of water and their source of livelihood.


Potatoes, tomatoes, and a few other vegetables provide food for their table. But most of their gardens are dedicated to producing covo, a leafy dark green vegetable that Esther sells in the market, along with her chickens and eggs.


Esther had dreamed of owning a cow so she could sell milk to the other mothers in the community, but she could never scrape up the $30 needed to buy one. She considered borrowing the money, but the bank wouldn’t allow her to enter the door, even if she could afford their 100 percent annual interest.

Two years before Lutz’s visit to the village, Esther learned of a non-government charitable organization named Zambuko Trust. Zambuko means bridge, signifying the bridge from poverty to hope. Esther was able to borrow $30 for six months to buy the cow that would give her life new hope. Each day the cow—which in gratitude she named Zambuko—produces the nutrients that help keep Esther, her sister, and their five children strong so they can maintain their grinding schedules. Enough milk was left over to sell to her neighbors, which enabled her to make weekly loan payments.


When the loan for the cow was paid off, Esther borrowed another $75 to reestablish her vegetable farm. The money created work for the women she hired to prepare the soil and collect the brush that would serve as a hedge against animals and thieves. Finally, she planted covo seeds and began fertilizing the young plants that would soon sustain her family. With her youngest strapped to her back and the other two children at her side, the children quickly learned how to care for the cow and the garden.

Lutz tells of accompanying Esther to one of the weekly meetings she committed to attend as part of her loan agreement. Although almost all the women in the group are HIV-positive, Lutz says no one would know it by their joyful exuberance and determination to succeed in their businesses and manage their health.

As Lutz listened during the meeting, he watched the women’s faces in humble amazement, wondering how they could be so strong and joyful.


He writes: “These women are impoverished and in want of medicine, but still they choose to experience the fullness of life. Is this another lesson that the working poor are teaching me? Their joy does not come from material wealth but from relationships and shared experiences, regardless of how bleak their lives might seem.”


By listening to Esther and others around the world, Lutz has discovered that the poorest people in the world don’t just survive—they thrive lavishly. He also has come to believe in the possibility of what he calls “unpoverty”—the eradication of extreme poverty during our lifetime.

Lutz’s example invites us to join in the work of listening—just as does Luke’s gospel. And both remind us that when we listen we can discover new ways to hear the words of welcome from God—a welcome that serves as good news in our lives and in the life of the world. And what greater reason can there be for us to listen? Amen.
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