Evotional.

Date: 28th February 2010 (pm).

Speaker: Neil Durling.

Message title: “The invisible man.” 

Bible passage: Luke 16:19-31.

Message summary:

Lazarus (20-21): Jesus places the poor, outcast, lame and the marginalised high on his kingdom agenda and is no different in this story as he talks to the grumbling Pharisees (16:14). This story describes a commonplace situation for the times. The Lazarus in this story isn’t Jesus friend who he raised from the dead. He is a fictitious character ; an invisible man. However, he is the centre of this story, and is dignified with a name. In Jesus’ culture names were important, and the fact that he is named would have been seen as significant. In the story dogs lick his open sores, and angels carry him to Abraham’s side, who, in turn, comforts him.

And the rich man (19)? The rich man ignores Lazarus as he lies outside his mansion. It is easy to take pot shots at rich people, because most of us aren’t! But there “good”, rich people in the Bible (Lydia - Acts 16:11-15; Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus). It is the rich man’s lack of care and awareness for Lazarus, not his money, that get him into trouble. Maybe money makes it harder for us to see the needs around us…
Read the Bible forwards: We can often read our situation and theology into the Bible. Instead, we must start by seeing that what came before Jesus, in the Old Testament, and the culture around him, helped shape what he said. Here is a case in point: Jesus is reworking an Egyptian folktale. It tells of the journey of the god Si-Osiris to the underworld, where he observed the fate of a rich man and a commoner. There is a reversal of fortunes when the rich man has no mourners and the commoner is buried with great pomp. I wonder if Jesus (or his parents) learnt this story when in Egypt? Moreover, there are at least seven versions of this story which can be found in rabbinical writings. Therefore, when Jesus told this story most people would have known what he was going to say - maybe just changing the odd name or detail to give it some local colour. If we read it forwards, we can see what this story is not and is about.
This story is not about heaven and hell (22-23): Lazarus goes to Abraham’s side (the near presence of Jesus for us) whilst the rich man goes to hell (hades which is quoted 4 times in the New Testament and means “the grave”). NT Wright comments: “The most important thing to recognise about the first-century Jewish use of kingdom-language is that it was bound up with the hopes and expectations of Israel. ‘Kingdom of god’ was not a vague phrase, or a cipher with a general religious aura. It had nothing much, at least in the first instance, to do with what happened to human beings after they died. The reverent periphrasis [roundabout way of speaking] ‘kingdom of heaven’, so long misunderstood by some Christians to mean ‘a place, namely heaven, where saved souls go to live after death’, meant nothing of the sort in Jesus’ world: it was simply a Jewish way of talking about Israel’s god becoming king. And, when this god became king, the whole world, the world of space and time, would at last be put to rights.” Jews were more concerned about how they lived here and now, rather than where they were going to go when they died. Have we become too occupied with the other side eternity that we can forget about this side of it?
This story is about how we treat the invisible people (24-31): Lazarus has become useful to the rich man now! He wants Abraham to disturb Lazarus’ rest and send him back! Again NT Wright comments: “The parable is not, as often supposed, a description of the afterlife, warning people to be sure of their ultimate destination… The reality is uncomfortably different… rather, what was happening to both rich and poor in the present time. Jesus’ welcome of the poor and outcast was a sign that the real return from exile, the new age, the ‘resurrection’, is coming into being; and if the new age is dawning, those who want to belong to it will have to repent.” Repent means to turn 180 degrees in our thinking. Rilke says it means to “revise your life.” Repentance occurs 9 times in Luke, all in Samaria, inviting people to join Jesus as he moves towards Jerusalem. The rich man is unrepentant; only thinking of his elite family, not those who are like Lazarus.

This is why reading the Bible forwards is so important:  Jesus adds an epilogue to this well known story which twists it again. The story is about the five brothers, and this is where the story has always been heading. It isn’t about life after death but, rather, about those left in this life and how they will live. Will they notice and care for the ‘Lazarus(s)’ around them? Interestingly, we don’t know whether the rich man’s family will repent or not.

Warning! There are dangers of repenting and living like Jesus in this way:
- Overwhelmed: Where do I start!?
- Few “successes”: If we work with the invisible people they might not hang around for our help, or even be grateful for it at times.
- Misunderstood: Some of our Christian sisters and brothers will wonder why we are wasting our time with this Social Gospel nonsense.
- Selfish gain: We might enjoy doing it for the kudos it gives us amongst some people, and the ‘Lazarus(s)’ become our pet projects.
- Change us: We might become more like Jesus through the process, as are hearts are broken and our thinking changed.
A question: Have I repented in regard to the ‘Lazarus(s)’, the invisible people around me?
A prayer: Jesus, thank you for showing us how to live and where to prioritise. Amen.
