Lay Reader Sermon Series II
The First Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 73

1st lesson:
Jeremiah 23:23-32
2nd lesson:
Luke 16:19-31
A Person's Worth
In a sermon entitled "The Message of the Church to Men of Wealth," the author has a section on "The spiritual dignity of man as man." In it he states the truth that "Worth does not mean what a man is worth." Or, as he also said, "A person's true worth is not measured by his net worth."
We may agree in theory with these statements, and see them as what they are, clear implications of the Christian Gospel, including the New Testament lesson for today. However, we live in a very competitive culture that holds in high esteem the per- son who has gained lots of wealth. So the New Testament lesson may come as a shock to us; because, as someone has noted, it shows us the "worthlessness of the estimates of value in good society." The first man, traditionally called Dives, was wealthy, respectable, and undoubtedly an important person in the economy of his area. Lazarus was poor, dirty, sickly, and a drag on society who contributed nothing to the world around him. But he is the one who came to Abraham's bosom, while the wealthy man was in torment. This parable can make us very uncomfortable.
It is a judgment on much contemporary American opinion of what is important and most to be admired or envied. In a survey of some groups of children in elementary schools, they were asked whom they admired the most. Children of Oriental descent who had been brought up in the beliefs of their parents' civilization said they admired most the wise man. Children whose parents were natives of this country and products of its culture answered that it was the wealthy man whom they admired the most. A newsmagazine has reported that a well-known, very rich entrepreneur who likes to display his wealth and live a flamboyant life, was, at the time of the publication of that issue, the most admired man in America.
Thus, given the attitudes that a large part of the older generation is teaching young people today, it's not surprising that an administrator in a large state university has pointed out that many students currently place too much emphasis on self- gratification, and too little on ethical considerations. Many have no heroes, and no sense of history. They are materialistic and lonely. "They want it all, and they want it now," he stated; and added, "Self-gratification is a problem facing a generation that has gone 'from we, to me, to gimme.' Ethics need to again become a focal point of education." Lest we be self-righteous, these attitudes, as noted earlier, are what our society has taught young people to have. Like Dives, far too many of us want to enjoy the modern equivalents of being "clothed in purple and fine linen" and dining "sumptuously every day." The parable gives a shocking warning to any of us who want to make these things the central concerns of our lives.
It's easy to feel contempt for Lazarus and his modern counterparts. After all, they aren't contributing much to society. But such feelings are the opposite of what we are told to be and do in the last two verses of this Sunday's Epistle: "If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen? And this commandment have we from him, That he who loveth God love his brother also." (1st John 4:20-21)
Still we may object, and ask if the poor deserve our help. Don't they bring a lot of their problems on themselves? Will they use our help wisely? Isn't poverty a way of life for some, passed on from one generation to another?
Instead, can't we ask if there is someone who needs food, clothing and shelter? And, since there are many in need, how can we help? How can we show kindness and concern, instead of the callousness and indifference that Dives displayed towards the sick and hungry man who lay at his gate?
Actions reported in a newspaper published in a central Virginia city demonstrate that kindness and mercy which Dives failed to show. The story was about a young woman and her two daughters, aged four and six, who for a year shared a bedroom in an old farmhouse several miles outside of town. There was no central heat in the house, no plumbing and no kitchen. She cooked on the kerosene heater in the bedroom; and for water, she and her daughters used a creek about 100 yards from the house where they lived. She used sheets to cover broken window panes, and kept most of their possessions locked in the trunk of an abandoned car. Sometimes she went into town to soup kitchens for food for herself and her children.
Now, said the article, "Thanks to help from church groups, the Salvation Army, her case workers and people who heard about how she was living, she and her daughters have moved into an apartment." She hopes to get job training and her General Equivalency Diploma, with the goal of one day fully supporting herself and her children.
It's easy to be cynical about someone like this, and wonder if she will stay out of poverty. But the point for us today is that there was no report that the people who helped her asked if she deserved the help, if she were worthy of it, or would use it wisely. They simply helped her and her children to get out of their extreme poverty.
We need to remember that the Scriptures seem to be unanimous in saying that we don't receive God's love because we deserve it, or because we're worthy of it, or will always use it wisely. In his farewell address to the Hebrews, Moses made sure they were aware of God's unmerited favor which they had received. He told them that God had chosen them to be a people of His own "Not because you were more in number than any other people . . . for you were the fewest of all peoples; but it is because the Lord loves you, and is keeping the oath which he swore to your fathers." (Deuteronomy 7:6-8)
Saint Paul wrote to the church in Rome that God's love is so great that "Christ died for the ungodly." A person will hardly give his life for someone who is good, Paul said, but God went far beyond this: He "commendeth his love towards us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us." (Romans 5:6-8)
It is a paradox that though we do not deserve God's love and are not worthy of it, yet He treats us as if we do deserve it and are worthy of it. By our faith. He imputes to us the worthiness of Christ, and begins by the Holy Spirit to lead us in the way of sanctification that has as its goal the righteous- ness now regarded as ours because of our faith. A responding love and gratitude in our lives are the basis for the attitudes of mercy and kindness that we are called to have towards others.
"Worth does not mean what a (person) is worth;" one's eternal importance is not a function of the bottom line; and questions of personal character are far more urgent than those of wealth or achievement in terms of worldly success. The parable we heard today, and the Gospel as a whole, remind us forcefully of these uncomfortable yet saving truths; truths that we neglect to our spiritual peril. God loves us as if we were worthy; may our love and kindness to others go out in the same way.
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