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

The Holy Way of Noticing
There is an ancient story from Japanese lore about God taking human form and visiting a town. A couple takes him in and shows him hospitality, generosity, sharing with him everything they had, treating him with the greatest honor. Later, the couple has a child, and God comes to them in a dream saying, “When I visited you, without knowing you took me in and treated me like a friend and honored guest. Now I want to grant you one wish: whatever you ask of me, I will do for you.” The couple, who knew the complexity of the world, with all its heartbreak, struggle, and suffering, decided what their request would be. “God,” they asked, “We ask that our son, our only child, would never know pain.” God answered them, “It will be as you wish.”
The boy grew up never knowing pain, and as a young man left his home and his parents for the world. He quickly became a powerful warrior, a charismatic leader, people even called him great. Soon he became the most powerful warrior in the land, but he was also the cruelest man. He became a ruthless tyrant, Genghis Khan, Adolph Hitler, and Pol Pot rolled up into one unfeeling beast. When news of his terrorist exploits, his savage murders, his acts of horror reached his parents, they were distraught and cried out to God, “God, how could you let this happen to our boy and to us?” And God replied, “You asked that your son would never know pain or suffering, and I granted your request. Because he cannot feel his own pain, he is unable to feel the pain of others.”

The theologian Abraham Heschel once described the prophets of God, characters like Amos, as those people who feel the pain of the world and the pain of God at its fiercest; and they experience it as their own pain. They feel bodily the silent agony of the poor whose empty stomachs ache, the soldier who is desperate with fear, the mother who grieves at the loss of her child. What are for us slight acts of injustice--cheating in business, exploiting the weak or the poor--for the prophet are disasters. What are for us unfortunate things in society that we have to learn to deal with, for the prophet are catastrophes of cosmic proportion. They cannot eat or sleep, but must cry out, shout out, scream at the top of their lungs, “Something is wrong with this world! We are all going around like it’s business as usual, but things are not that way God wants them! Start noticing now.”
Their voices, as Heschel puts it, are so often one octave too high for our own hearing and understanding, and we miss their message altogether because it’s just too shrill. In some philosophies and religions the world is not real but an illusion, and the goal of human life is to block out as much of this life as possible and keep focus on the next life, or on attaining your own inner peace. But for Amos, for the Apostle Paul, for Jesus, this world is not a dress rehearsal, but the real thing. Right here and now is where our salvation is worked out: in our political, cultural, economic, and personal lives just as they are.
Listen to Amos again, “Alas for those who are at ease, who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches…who sing idle songs…drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph!” No one notices anything is wrong because they can’t feel any pain over the injustices. They’re clueless because they have chosen to enclose themselves in a safe bubble of comfort. 
This may sound overly dramatic, incendiary, fatalistic, not to mention doomy and gloomy, but Jesus, our greatest interpreter, affirms Amos’ reading in the parable he tells today. He chooses a very rich person and a very poor person, Lazarus, to echo the dangers of wealth, but the parable isn’t ultimately about money. The sin of the rich man is not that he wore nice clothes, ate good food, or lived in a nice house. In fact, the rich man never hurt Lazarus or mistreated him, never had him removed from his gate for loitering like he probably could have; he never did anything to him! 
The sin of the rich man was not that he was rich, or even that he was a mean old scrooge. His sin was that he never noticed Lazarus at all; never felt any pain of injustice; and ironically, just as he probably thought: “he never did anything to him.”
Martin Luther King Jr. was fond of warning his hearers, “We shall have to repent in this generation, not so much for the evil deeds of the wicked people, but for the appalling silence of the good people.”
The rich man was probably a pretty nice guy who got sentimental when he thought to himself or told his friends how fortunate he was. But you notice today; there is no sentimentality in either Amos or Jesus. Let us not think for one moment that Christianity asks us to walk around feeling or being nice all the time. Rather it asks us to notice Lazarus, to feel the pain of injustice, and to act. You remember the sermon line, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.”
And here is a piece of the deep spirituality of our faith: We do not serve a stoic, unfeeling God, nor are we to let ourselves become a stoic, unfeeling people. If we don’t feel our own deepest wounds and lament, we will never feel the deep wounds of God, never hear the lamentations of others--and we will never notice Lazarus. Most of Scripture is full either of humans crying out to God or of God crying out to humans. The way of noticing, of feeling, and of acting is the more difficult way of the cross; and when we choose it, we walk with Jesus.
There is something wrong with a society, isn’t there, in which most of us spend our greatest amount of time isolated in our cars, eating fast food as we sit alone in traffic. There’s something wrong with the world that with all our technological and medical advances we still resort to brute violence to resolve conflict. There’s something wrong that a person can be working full time in this or any country and not afford to live. May the church be one place that notices, that cries out in public lamentation, and that does something about it.
PAGE  
1

