
Sermon for Proper 21C 
Sunday, September 25, 2016 
“Whom do you fail to see?” 

Text: Luke 16:19-31 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

I once heard a story; it goes something like this:  There once was a 
man who died.  He had lived a goodly and righteous life, so he went to 
heaven.  After getting past the Pearly Gates, he was being given a tour 
of heaven by St. Peter.  As they walked through the streets and corridors, 
the man noticed rooms filled with people.  The first room he came to, he 
saw a room full of people partying up a storm and drinking to their hearts’ 
content.  St. Peter said, “These are the Baptists.  In life they did not drink, 
so they have been given their reward.”  They walk on a bit further and 
came to another room.  The dead man looked into another room and saw 
everyone inside playing card games.  “Who are they?” he asks.  St. Peter 
replies, “Those are the Methodists.  They didn’t play cards during their 
life, so this is their reward.”  They continue to walk, and they come to 
another room.  Only this time, the people are sitting quietly, looking like 
they’re praying.  “Who are those folks?  What’s going on with them?”  St. 
Peter replies, “Oh, those are the Episcopalians.  They had all their fun in 
life.” 

Today’s gospel lesson continues the important theme of reversal 
that runs throughout Luke’s gospel, beginning with and echoing the 
powerful words of the Magnificat spoken by the Virgin Mary:  

He has scattered the proud in their conceit. 
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
    and has lifted up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

From the words of the Magnificat to his turning over tables in the temple, 
Jesus continues to offer the message of the status quo being flipped on its 
head: the first shall be last and the last shall be first; blessed are the poor 
in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God; the things that matter in the 
kingdoms of the world are not important in the Kingdom of God. 
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So here we have the story of a rich man and a poor man named 
Lazarus.  The rich man is dressed in fine linen and purple—the color of 
luxury, privilege, and royalty—while Lazarus, covered in sores, lays at 
his gate.  Hungry, Lazarus begs for the crumbs from the rich man’s table 
and is unsatisfied, but the dogs of the rich man lick the sores of Lazarus.  
But, did you notice an important element in this story?  Did you notice 
that the poor man has a name? The rich man does not.  Important people 
in scripture have names; insignificant ones do not.  And, in this story’s 
eschaton, in the final judgment of Lazarus and the rich man, Lazarus, 
whose name means “the one whom God helps,” is carried away by angels 
to heaven into the bosom of Abraham—the one with whom God’s great 
covenant was made—while the rich man with no name ends up alone in 
Hades.  In the end, it is the rich man who begs Abraham to allow Lazarus 
to dip his finger in the water of the river between heaven and hell and 
cool his tongue, for he is being tormented in the flame. Abraham’s 
answer?  “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.” On earth, the rich man did not see 
Lazarus, but from Hades, he saw him clearly, but it was too late. 

Whom do we fail to see in our own time and place?  Each of us 
encounters on a regular basis, the Lazaruses of our own time.  The people 
whose names we often do not know, begging on the streets, marginalized, 
shunned, ignored, often forgotten.  Maybe we help a few of them, but most 
never get our attention.  Whom do we fail to see? 

This week we heard the tragic stories of Terence Crutcher, the 
innocent man who was shot and killed by a police officer in Tulsa, and of 
Keith Lamont Scott, who was shot by police in Charlotte, NC, because 
they thought he had a gun.  What was seen was the color of their skin, 
but not the content of their hearts.  Two violent attacks have occurred 
this past week, one in a mall in Seattle, but the other right here in our 
own city.  Men who saw violence as a method to make their voices heard—
the means to an end—but failed to see the value, the humanity, of each 
of the persons they would injure or kill by their actions.  Whom do we fail 
to see? 

All too often our world fails to see the humanity in others and it 
comes out in many unhealthy ways: the tragedies, the wars, the struggles 
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of humanity, the tensions between groups, the gap between rich and poor, 
disregard for those who are different or from someplace else.  It shows up 
in our own attitudes and our own relationships.  When we treat others 
with disrespect or fail to make peace with those who offend us or do us 
harm, we fail to see.  We are often Lazarus and we are often the rich man. 

But God expects transformation from us.  God doesn’t want us to 
end up like the rich man.  He wants us to change our lives, so that we 
always see the image of God in our sisters and brothers, even those who 
seem to hate us—that’s the really hard one to do.  Imagine how much 
better our world would be if we all saw the image of God in everyone else, 
if we all valued the humanity that dwells inside each and every one of 
us?  We might actually see an end to wars, tensions, racism, inequality, 
hatred, and animosity between each other.  Let us pray that God will 
open our eyes so that we see him in ourselves and everyone else.  Amen. 
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