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9.25.2022 Pentecost 16                                       Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Amos 6:1a, 4-7; Psalm 146; 1 Timothy 6:6-19; Luke 16:19-31 

“Be rich in good works” 

Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.   

   Jesus’ parable about the rich man and Lazarus is a story that continues to resonate in our 

modern world today. We live in one of the world’s wealthiest nations, and also see some of the 

world’s greatest poverty. Everywhere around us we see modern day versions of the poor man 

Lazarus, men and women in poverty at intersections, off-ramps of highways and nearly everywhere 

in this city. Today’s readings are meant to encourage us to do good, always being generous and 

ready to share what we have with others in need. 

The world is, of course, a different place than the world to which Jesus spoke to two thousand 

years ago. With modern scientific knowledge and healthcare, we live longer healthier lives, and yet 

poverty and suffering continue to reach deeply into our world. Like the rich man in the parable, 

many today live in gated and private communities meant to keep them safe and at a comfortable 

distance from the needs of the world. Every day the rich man in the parable came and went from his 

home passing through the gate, never noticing Lazarus. The rich man certainly had enough to help 

this man or to feed him, from scraps and leftovers, but he did not. 

The sin of the rich man in the parable was not that he was wealthy, it was that he did not notice 

Lazarus at his gate. He did not look upon the world’s suffering as something that involved him. He 

was wealthy enough to make a difference, but he did nothing. If the rich man noticed Lazarus, he 

may have looked through him as if he was invisible.  

  Many of you know that I am a pastor’s son. I grew up in a parsonage in Chicago that was located 

next to the church. We did not have a gate, but the parsonage door was very much like a gate. 

Nearly every day someone in need came to the door. It was the 1970s and 80s in Chicago; some 

came drunk or high, some came with medical needs, gunshot wounds or illness, some came seeking 

food or money. As a young person it surprised me how many church members seemed to have little 

idea about the needs around their church during the week. As a teenager, I learned to open the door 

and respond to the needs of people as best I could. As a young person, I learned that a church 

cannot ignore or treat those in need as if they were invisible.  

Fast forward three decades later when I was living in Tokyo and teaching at the seminary. Early 

every morning I would walk our dog weaving through and around the neighborhood. Like my home 

country of the United States, Japan is a wealthy nation by any standard. And yet on my morning 
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walks, I saw homeless and hungry people sleeping in the park or in front of the train station. I 

would, on occasion, stop to ask if they were ok or needed help. Often, embarrassed, they would 

wave me away.  

My wife and I attended a church that had a food ministry, taking rice balls and food to local parks 

to feed the hungry, because as Christians we are called to notice those in need and offer help as we 

are able. I share these memories of my youth in Chicago and my work in Tokyo, because I am 

haunted by the signs of poverty I see in the wealthy nations and rich societies where I have lived. 

Charlotte is no different, as I said, everywhere we see people in need. 

  Some years ago, I remember talking with someone who was a faithful church member and 

somehow the topic of poverty came up. This person said that the poor should “just get a job” and 

work, conveniently stepping around the medical, social, and economic causes of poverty and 

homelessness in industrial societies. When I said we are, as Christians, called to help those in need, 

this person’s responded, “That’s your job, pastor. I don’t have time to stop and I certainly don’t 

have time to talk to them.” I have never forgotten this person’s comment; it also has haunted me 

over the years. It is as if this Christian was a modern-day rich person from the parable, not 

understanding that following Jesus Christ means helping others as we are able.  

Jesus’ parable is, of course, timeless. The world continues to be filled with need, and Jesus’ 

words are spoken to encourage us to follow Moses, the prophets and Jesus in caring for others. It’s 

often been said that the message of the gospel is “comfort for the afflicted, and an affliction for the 

comfortable.” In the parable Abraham says, “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.” Jesus’ words cut closely to our hearts because, by all standards, we are rich 

when compared to many. Paul wrote to Timothy in today’s reading that if you are rich, “do good, be 

rich in good works, generous, and ready to share.” This is what marks us as God’s people; we are 

people who are generous and ready to share.  

Growing up in a parsonage was a marvelous experience because it helped me see that a Christian 

community responds to the needs of the world by putting our hands together. Every week churches 

everywhere around the world put their hands together to relieve, heal and comfort the distress of 

others through food pantries, soup kitchens, overnight shelters and social ministries. St. Mark’s 

ministries of compassion do wonderful work for many, and I am grateful to our members who serve 

our neighbors in so many ways. 
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Yesterday St. Mark’s was included in the Charlotte Museum of History’s annual architectural 

tour and 350-400 visitors toured our church. I am thankful to St. Mark’s members who volunteered 

as tour docents. As a docent, I explained the symbolism of our font and our table. Symbols always 

point to a reality beyond themselves, and at the same time this font and table are also used to share 

the very reality they point to. At the font, Jesus offers the water of life that forgives and quenches, 

and at the table, Jesus feeds us with himself, so that renewed and strengthened, we might feed 

others in this world. This mid-century modern church is a sacred place, offering God’s unchanging 

divine presence in an ever-changing and challenging world. 

The terrifying reality of Jesus’ parable is that the rich man has no name. He is unknown and 

unnamed in God’s kingdom, while the poor man is known by name and welcomed into God’s 

kingdom. If Jesus’ parable today makes you feel a bit uncomfortable, perhaps that’s good because 

our lives are often very comfortable. In today’s Old Testament readings, the prophet Amos speaks 

words of warning to the comfortable, “Woe to those who are at ease in Zion and for those who feel 

secure on Mount Samaria,” while Psalm 146 is a message of comfort to the afflicted that God 

“executes justice for the oppressed [and] gives food to the hungry.”  

“God’s Work, Our Hands” is not simply a rally day slogan that we use once a year on the second 

Sunday of September. If nothing else, today’s readings remind us that God has no hands in this 

world but yours and mine. God has no voice in this world but yours and mine. The words of the 

Bible must be spoken in order to be heard. God’s love must be lived in order to be real. You are 

God’s hands and voices in the world.  

Be rich in good works. Live as if everything depended upon you, and believe as if everything 

depended upon God.  

I am haunted by life in wealthy societies where the poor become invisible. The sin of the rich 

man was not his wealth. His sin was that he did nothing. He had been given much and did not use 

his hands and voice for God and his neighbor while he was alive.  

God seeks to use your hands and your voices for others. If you are strong help the weak.  

Be rich in good works. Be generous. Be ready to share. Amen. 

 


