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Sermon  9 24 & 25 16 

 Poor Jeremiah!  Doomed to be the prophet of doom.  He was also called “the weeping 

prophet” because he spoke so often of weeping for his people.  Michelangelo portrayed him in 

the Sistine Chapel dejectedly covering his face with his hand.  

The Israel of David and Solomon was divided after Solomon’s death into Judah in the 

south and Israel in the north. Jerusalem was in Judah. The people of Judah had left their worship 

of God and turned to worshipping Baals.  They had broken their covenant with God. It was 

Jeremiah’s sad task to warn the people of Judah that the Babylonians were coming to overrun 

them, destroy Jerusalem and take them all into slavery.   

 God told Jeremiah, “And when your people say, 'Why has the Lord our God done all these 

things to us?' you shall say to them, 'As you have forsaken me and served foreign gods in your 

land, so you shall serve foreigners in a land that is not yours.'"  

God warned Jeremiah that nobody would want to hear what he had to say (no surprise 

there – who ever really wants to listen to bad news?).  God told him,  “Attack you they will, 

overcome you they can’t,” (sounds kind of like Yoda, doesn’t it?) a prophecy that was fulfilled 

over and over again.  He was attacked by his own brothers, beaten and put into the stocks by a 

priest and a false prophet, imprisoned by the king and thrown into a cistern to die a slow death. 

But when he tried to stop preaching, he said God’s word was like a fire in his heart and he 

couldn’t hold it in.  He was forced to speak.   

When the army of Babylon seized Jerusalem, King Nebuchadnezzar ordered that Jeremiah 

be freed from prison and treated well.  It is said that later in his life he was taken to Egypt and 

there he died.  Away from his home. 

What is important about our Old Testament reading for today is that this was one of the 

few times when Jeremiah was allowed to give good news.  He was prophesying that someday 

things would return to normal in Judah.  “Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought 

in this land.” They would be able to behave like citizens. God would not desert them entirely.  

In our gospel, Jesus tells a cautionary tale of a rich man and a poor man. We are told the 

name of the poor man, Lazarus, but not of the rich man.  Lazarus lay at the rich man’s gate, 

hoping just for crumbs from his table.  Dogs licked his open wounds.  He probably had leprosy. 

The rich man never even noticed him.  We don’t see what we don’t want to see.   

In time, they both died.  Lazarus was taken up by angels into heaven and joined Abraham. 

The rich man went to Hades, the Greeks’ place for those who have died.  He could see Abraham 
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far away with Lazarus beside him. He asked Abraham to tell Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger 

into cool water and drip drops from it onto his tongue.  But Abraham reminded him that because 

he had good things during his life and Lazarus had evil in his, now their roles were reversed.  

Then Abraham spoke of a great chasm, a fissure in the earth, fixed between them that 

couldn’t be crossed in either direction.  A great chasm… hmmm…  What does that mean? 

Well, of the theologians I consulted, all agreed that this tale is meant to be a warning.  The 

Rev. Dr.  Scott Bader-Saye, Academic Dean of the Seminary of the Southwest is a professor of 

Christian Ethics and Moral Theology.  He writes, “the great chasm was there long before the two 

men died. This chasm in the afterlife is the same one they brought with them from their lives. 

This chasm had not been fixed by God – because Jesus had the ability to travel to hell, and heaven 

and back to earth again – so the ‘fix-ed-ness’ had nothing to do with the physical laws of the 

afterlife, but with the human barriers which we fix upon ourselves.” 

Lazarus lived basically on the doorstep of the rich man and yet he was never really seen 

by him. We are presented, says Bader-Saye, “with the great moral challenge of seeing, and then 

making visible, the invisible suffering of the world.”  We are asked to pay attention. 

He continues by telling us that “Following Jesus (means) surrendering the power that 

masquerades as security in order to love the neighbor and welcome the stranger. It (means) 

avoiding the safe path in order to pursue the good. But in a culture of fear, we find such risks all 

the more difficult since our natural inclinations lead us to close in on ourselves when we face 

danger. How can we maintain the posture of the open hand toward a world that scares us?”   

Then Bader-Saye points out something we often forget: “Those brought up poor and 

uneducated also suffer from the misguided assumption that they are different than those who 

are raised in prosperity. They also have a chasm to overcome. When people help each other, they 

don’t feel alone and hopeless, then it is possible to overcome the sense of worthlessness that 

poverty can bring. But that is a hard lesson to learn when so much of our society is based on 

commerce. So much of our way of life is focused on what you can purchase, and if you can’t 

purchase things, you aren’t of value.” 

The rich man could walk right by Lazarus and be thoroughly unmoved because he had 

built an image of himself that somehow he was different from Lazarus in ways that were 

meaningful. He believed there was absolutely no human connection between that poor man 

suffering at his gate and himself. 
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 And, of course, when the man does think to help someone, it is people like himself, his 

brothers. He asked that Lazarus be sent to warn them.  Abraham reminded the man that his 

brothers had always had the warnings of the Bible to pay attention to.  The man replied, “But 

Father Abraham, if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent!”  And then we have 

another case of the wonderful irony that is found so often in the Bible.  Abraham replied, “If they 

do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises 

from the dead.”  Hmmmmm! And who might that be?! 

 How many hear, but do not listen?                                                       As we all know there is a 

great chasm, a great difference between hearing and listening.   

All we are asked to do is pay attention.  That’s what Family Promise, Camden Christmas, 

the Food Pantry, Stockings for Soldiers, The Crop Walk, all ministries that Good Shepherd can be 

proud of – they’re really about paying attention.  We have folks who help to hand out food on 

some Tuesdays at the Food Pantry. With Family Promise people are asked to sign up to make 

supper, or play with the children, or spend the night.  Some of our folks have spent the night. 

Maybe on a less than deluxe air mattress, but I’ve done it before, and it’s worth it. It’s not that 

hard.  Donating some time – paying attention.  That is part of who we are here at Good Shepherd.  

We are God’s children.  We are here to pay attention and take care of each other and even others 

beyond ourselves. 

 Both the Israelites of Jeremiah and the Israelites Jesus was talking to forgot who they 

were.  We think we know who we are, but do we always remember who we are  – in the eyes of 

God?  It’s easy to forget in our everyday lives – herding the sheep, buying gas for the car, 

harvesting grain, standing in line at the grocery store, doing laundry, working on the internet – 

the world is with us – distracting us – telling us who we should think we are and what is 

worthwhile.   

The hard part is looking past all that, listening past all that to God telling us who we really 

are.  We are God’s glorious and beloved creation, just like the world around us, and we are 

responsible for each other. 

  

 


