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Luke 16:19-31
Just the other day I forgot that school is back in session. Therefore, I arrived just when parents were dropping off their kids in the morning. Wow! What a madhouse! There were so many cars that it was really difficult to make my way up the driveway and around to the back door where I park. As I got out of my truck, I vowed never to do that again. 

It seems to me that today it is pretty much common practice to drive our child(ren) to school. I know that we did with our son. Even though we live only one mile from Noble Middle School, we used to drive our son, Michael, to school each day and pick him up. He actually wanted to ride his bike to school, but we nixed that idea because that would mean he would have had to cross a couple of major streets and, of course, there was the fear that your garden variety weirdo would kidnap him. So, like, all of you, we drove him.

As I thought about this, while sitting in a snarl of cars in our own church driveway cussing, I thought back of how lucky I was to live close by my elementary school where I could walk or ride my bike. And I did just that from the first grade through sixth grade. As a matter of fact, everyone walked or rode their bike. There was no such thing as car pools. I know……it was a different time. Because there were so many stay at home moms at this time, the school (elementary school mind you) used to allow us to go home for lunch, which I did. I’d hop on my bike and be home in minutes. My friends and I would eat lunch at home, watch a little TV and then head back to school. It was a nice break. 
Well, one day as all of us burst out of the school doors to our bikes just after the lunch bell rang, I arrived at the bike rack………..and my bike was gone. Everyone else’s bike was there. But mine was gone. Now, again, this was a time before bike locks. I never had known anyone who had ever had their bike stolen. Every kid had a bike, and we used to leave them leaning against walls in front of stores, on the ground in front of friends’ homes and at school without a problem. But there was no doubt about it, mine was gone. So, as my friends headed home for lunch, I headed to the principal’s office. 

Now, my principal was God’s first girlfriend or at least she appeared to be that old to me. She was an unmarried woman with white hair, slight of figure and could tear your ear off if she grabbed it just right. She was also a devout Episcopalian who attended the same church I did. So, not only was she my principal for several years but also my confirmation teacher and 4th grade Sunday School teacher. Yikes! 
I told her that my bike had been stolen, and she was most kind and caring towards me, which kind of threw me for a loop. We walked together out to the bike racks and sure as shootin’ my bike wasn’t there. But because she had been around since dirt was invented, she was pretty wise. She doubted it had been stolen. And she was right. You see, there was this older 6th grader who had been held back a couple of years and who was a troublemaker. From time to time he would go out and pick someone’s bike and ride it home for lunch. I knew this guy. Everyone knew this guy. He was the school bully. Well, I didn’t want her to catch him and for him to know it was me who tattletaled. So, I told her to forget it. Missing a lunch was nothing compared to getting pummeled after school.
After lunch, my bike had returned, and I don’t know what my principal did or said. That evening, when I told my mother what had happened, she disclosed a bit of her theology in the following bit of advice: Don’t worry about this guy getting punished for what he did because he will get what is coming to him some day.

I lived with that concept for a long time. Another way of saying that which my mother said is: What goes around comes around. In other words, there is this cosmic hand of justice which fixes all the wrongs in life. The bad get their due, and on the opposite side of the spectrum, the good receive their reward.

Don’t you rejoice when some guy is tail gating you in the passing lane, and you move over and he speeds on past you, and then a few miles up the road, you see him pulled over by the CHP? I do. We all like it when the super bad guy in the movies has something super bad happen to him in the end as his just punishment. We love seeing Bermie Madoff poor and Roger Clemens indicted for steroid use and OJ behind bars for anything.
We have created in this country a kind of western civilized version of karma. Karma is an Indian religious concept found in Hinduism and Buddhism. Karma is the law of moral causation. In other words, you are going to reap what you sow. Now, to some extent this is true. We are known by the company we keep. And the more you live a life of doing bad things, your chances of getting into trouble are going to increase. But this is more the law of averages than the result of some cosmic hand of justice.  

There is another troubling aspect of karma if you are so inclined to its belief. Buddha said that karma was the basis for inequality in life. Do you understand what this means? It means that you don’t help the homeless or unfortunate or in the case of our scripture lesson for today help poor Lazarus sitting indigent by the gates of this rich man’s house because he is paying off the deeds he has done in a previous life. To interfere in his life, would be to disrupt his karma which would force him to then do over that which he avoided doing because someone interfered in his destiny. If you truly believe in karma, then today’s scripture lesson makes no sense to you at all. It makes no sense because the rich man, by not paying any attention to the poor man at the gate of his house, did exactly the right thing---------he didn’t interfere.
Karma is not a Christian concept. As Christians, we acknowledge that life isn’t fair. People are going to steal your bike, and they never will be punished for it. Every mature person in here today knows this. God is not going to fix everything in this life. And part of being a mature person is coming to grips with this and accepting it. 

As Christians we also believe that people are poor or disadvantaged for all sorts of reasons. Some are a result of their own fault and some are not. Yesterday, 13 young people who are about to be confirmed next week, went on a field trip to visit St. John’s Pro Cathedral and our diocesan Cathedral Center at Echo Park.  At the diocesan center, we visited their food distribution center tucked away in cramped quarters in their basement. Each week, church volunteers collect two tons of produce and can goods! Two tons! They, then, turn around and give it away to 500 persons per week in one day! They give food to anyone who comes and asks for it. There are no Lazarus’ sitting unacknowledged by our diocesan gates.
We do the same here each Thursday, of course, on a much smaller scale. Each Thursday we give away bags of groceries to anyone who shows up at our door asking for food. There are no Lazarus’ at our gates either------karma be damned.

Karma may be damned but it is sure hard to kill. Even scripture doesn’t do away with it completely. The theme of today’s story of the rich man and the poor man is about being aware of those less fortunate than ourselves not only in our community but in the world. I was just at a diocesan World Missions’ meeting last week where the person responsible for Haiti had nothing to report. How can that be? I have a friend who has lead church groups to Haiti for years. And he tells me that buildings are being rebuilt-----even church buildings and schools. But the money is not filtering down to the people. Even our own Episcopal Relief and Development Fund, to which many of you donated money, does not give money to individuals but only to construction and agencies. Lazarus is sitting outside the gate in Haiti while we are looking to the future for the next disaster to give money to.
Many sermons will be preached today on social justice. And as I mentioned, that is the central theme of today’s gospel as it is a central theme of our faith. But watch out for something else. Because the rich man didn’t pay any attention to the poor man, Lazarus, their roles are reversed in the afterlife. We need to stop right here. In preparation for this sermon, all of the material I examined talked about wealth and poverty. And yes, of course, like I have already mentioned, we need to be aware of those who are the poor among us especially when many of us are so richly blessed in this life. But notice what happens to you if you don’t see or are aware of the poverty or those less fortunate than yourself around us or in the world. You are going to hell and suffer eternal punishment! The rich man in our parable didn’t inflict any misery, suffering or pain on poor Lazarus. His sin was that he simply didn’t notice him. For that, he got sent to hell.

And Lazarus went to heaven simply because he was poor and had nothing in life. We know nothing of his moral state. The theological theme, then, is role reversal. Those who have nothing will prosper in the afterlife, and those who have a lot will be denied. And the question is: Do you believe this?

Isn’t this kind of like what goes around comes around? It seems like it to me. And what this sets up is the idea that God, like Santa Claus, is looking over each of us seeing who is naughty and nice and then settling all accounts when we die. This entire concept that we have been taught as children and reinforced in our churches has got to go. There is no role reversal in heaven. There is no counting up of good deeds versus bad deeds. I am aware that you have heard me say this a lot, but this because it is so hard to shake this type of thinking especially when it is reinforced in scripture.
Allow me to be clear. You cannot earn your way into heaven! You cannot earn your way into hell either. And if you are with me, hell doesn’t exist anyways. We are the rich man in the story-----all of us! We are the rich man not simply because we often ignore those less fortunate than ourselves but because we don’t see God’s gift of absolutely free salvation sitting right in front of us. We would rather work hard at removing our sins than accepting that sin has been done away with by God for free! And if we would only recognize that we are imperfect lost creatures who can be pretty selfish and accept that God knows this, has dealt with it, and is trying to work with us and not against us, then we can finally start living a life God intends for us to live. 

We are certainly the rich man and God is Lazarus! What goes around doesn’t come around not because the bad people in society get away with murder, but because we get away with murder! And it is God who lets us get away with it hoping we will see life can be glorious if we only would let go of trying to get all A pluses on our life report cards. 

A week ago all Episcopal bishops in the United States met for a week in Phoenix. Their major feat was to produce a pastoral letter on immigration. They did that which our story about the rich man and poor man Lazarus talks about------social justice. But they stopped right there which was too short. They were mute on that which only they could comment on and that is theology. It is easy to learn about social issues. It is pretty hard not to see them. They are in the news, on our radios and in our churches. But where, if not from our religious leaders, are we going to learn about issues like heaven and hell, atonement, whether baptism is a gift or has to be earned, resurrection, suffering especially among the weakest? Where? 
I met with Bp Mary Glasspool this past week as she is coming to be with us next week. “Why,” I asked her, “Why don’t we hear about theology from our bishops? For instance, what do our church leaders think about past lives? I had a friend commit suicide. Is he in heaven? What about euthanasia? Does forgiveness include forgetting? Why? Why not? I prayed and was not cured. How come God didn’t answer my prayer? “I don’t mean to be crass or heartless,” I said to Bp Glasspool, “but who cares what the bishops think about immigration? I want to know what our bishops think about the Virgin Birth and what it means when we say Christ died for our sins and what exactly happened on the cross and was Jesus’ body really physically resurrected.” 
What the bishops and often all leaders in our churches, like the rich man, don’t see as they cruise out of the gates of their churches, are the number of people (all of you) who are hungry and starving for religious knowledge. And yet, all of you are ignored and you are left to your own to figure out and then pass on to your children what is going to happen to the kid who stole your child’s bike. And you know what? She agreed. 
I love that we have a pantry where we give away food. But why do you do it? This week you will receive a letter from me regarding our pledge campaign. The Fisherking, our newsletter, is going to have an article by me on the subject of giving. And again, everyone in here knows that you give to that which is close to your heart. “Where your heart is there your treasure will be also,” states Jesus. Our stewardship campaign will go nowhere unless this place is close to your heart. And to be close to heart you need to know why. And I hope (truly more than any other reason) it is because here through sermons and education opportunities people are willing to give you answers to those questions that you had in confirmation class but were afraid to ask. 

Are you aware that we have young people in our confirmation class who believe in reincarnation, past lives and who have doubts about resurrection, the divinity of Jesus and the entire purpose of confirmation? I told Bp Glasspool about this. And I told her that I was proud of each of them. I am proud of them because they are thinking about theological issues and are willing to talk about them in front of their priest in a class setting. And do you want to know what she thinks of this? Do you think she wanted to take names and cross them off the list until they learned the “correct” answers? Do you think she wanted to know their stance on immigration or same sex unions? None of this. She nodded her head and said this is exactly what a confirmation class should be. It is all about using your brain and asking the tough questions. And it is the job of the clergy to give answers to the best of their knowledge.  And this is why we have 15 or so young persons wanting to be confirmed. 

I want to bring this sermon around full circle. Thus, I want to complete the story that I began with. The bully----remember----who stole my bike? You want to know what happened to him? He ended up as a police officer! So, maybe there is something to this karma role-reversal thing after all. But….but if that is the case then that means I am going to end up in……..????? 

Can’t be because hell doesn’t exist. Does it? 
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