Sermon Archive of The Most Rev. John T. Cahoon, Jr.
Metropolitan, Anglican Catholic Church

June 25, 2000, Trinity I
In the epistle appointed for today, St. John lays down a principle of Christian behavior. Then, in the reading from St. Luke's gospel, Jesus tells a story which tells us how to put the principle into practice. 
St. John is talking about the Christian moral obligation to love one's neighbor—not exactly an unfamiliar concept to people who worship from the Book of Common Prayer. He uses the word "love" in the same sense in which St. Paul and Jesus both use it. Love in the Christian sense is not an emotion. Love is a pattern of action—action for the good of the other person—any other person.
St. John says that we see what love is most clearly in what God did for us. He writes, "Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins." God showed us that he loved us by sending Jesus to die on the cross to forgive us.
But St. John does not allow us to stop there, merely enjoying the tremendous benefits of the love God showed us that we in no way deserved. St. John tells us, instead, "Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another."
And he does not even stop with that gentle admonition. He goes on to say, "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?" Rendered less elegantly, "God is not fooled if you tell him you love him, but you don't love the people who are right there in front of you." Talk is cheap. Actions speak louder than words.
Today's gospel reading is the familiar parable of the rich man and Lazarus. We haven't heard a parable in awhile. In light of recent discussions it might be worth saying that a parable is a story. It is not intended to be taken as something that really happened. 
Though the parables are fictional in that way, that does not mean they are not true. Jesus uses them for several purposes, but one obvious one is to tell us something we need to hear about God and our relationship to him.
The parable introduces us to a man who is extremely rich and to a man who is extremely poor. After they both die, Lazarus the beggar winds up in the good place—called Abraham's bosom—and the rich man winds up in the bad place—a place where he is tormented by horrible heat.
The rich man yells to Abraham and asks him to send Lazarus over with a drink of water. Abraham says, "On earth you had it good, and he had it bad, but here things are reversed. And there is too big a gap between where you are and where we are for him to get over there anyway."
The rich man seems to accept his own fate, but he worries about his family. He asks Abraham to send Lazarus back to earth to visit his five brothers to warn them about what has happened to him. 
Abraham replies, "They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them." In other words, "If your brothers were paying the same sort of attention to the Hebrew Bible that you should have paid, they would know they were supposed to take care of the poor."
The rich man's family has clearly never been too big on Bible study, so he tells Abraham, "What you suggest just isn't going to work, but I'm sure my brothers would be impressed if somebody came back from the dead to talk with them." Abraham closes the conversation down, by saying, "If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead."
Up until the very end the parable is quite consistent and really quite simple. Applying St. John's principle, we conclude that the rich man did not love Lazarus. His failure to love is revealed in his failure to have given him any food. The rich man's lack of love gets him into the hot place in the next world. As Jesus never stoops to saying explicitly, "And let that be a lesson to you."
The twist at the end has, at first glance, to do with the general failure of the Jews to understand who Jesus was. They were not persuaded by Jesus even though he rose from the dead, because they had not really understood Moses and the prophets—the Hebrew Scriptures--either.
But we cannot allow that to encourage us to say to ourselves, "The Jews didn't pay attention, but I do." If we fail to love our neighbors—and specifically if we don't do anything to help feed the poor—we run the risk of putting ourselves into the hot place too. 
We have Moses and the prophets. We are supposed to be persuaded by the man who rose from the dead; and, as St. John says, "And this commandment have we from him, that he who loveth God love his brother also." 
We just won't be able to say, "Bring us water, nobody warned us." Can anyone really wonder why our parish gives so much money to the Salvation Army? 


The Collect: O GOD, the strength of all those who put their trust in thee; Mercifully accept our prayers; and because, through the weakness of our mortal nature, we can do no good thing without thee, grant us the help of thy grace, that in keeping thy commandments we may please thee, both in will and deed; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
The Epistle: I St. John 4: 7-21
The Gospel: St. Luke 16: 19-31
