
Sunday September 25, 2016

“Indifference Is Not A Christian Value”
First Presbyterian Church Quincy

A Reading from Amos 6:1, 4—7  

Alas for those who are at ease in Zion, and for those who feel secure on Mount Samaria, 

the notables of  the first of  the nations, to whom the house of  Israel resorts! 4Alas for those who 

lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches, and eat lambs from the flock, and calves from 

the stall; 5who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, and like David improvise on instruments 

of  music; 6who drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils, but are not 

grieved over the ruin of  Joseph! 7Therefore they shall now be the first to go into exile,  and the 

revelry of  the loungers shall pass away.  

A Reading from Luke  16:19—31 

19 ‘There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 

sumptuously every day. 20And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 
21who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would 

come and lick his sores. 22The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with 

Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. 23In Hades, where he was being tormented, 

he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. 24He called out, “Father 

Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of  his finger in water and cool my 

tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.” 25But Abraham said, “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. 26Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has 

been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can 

cross from there to us.” 27He said, “Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house— 
28for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place 

of  torment.” 29Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to 

them.” 30He said, “No, father Abraham; but if  someone goes to them from the dead, they will 
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repent.” 31He said to him, “If  they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be 

convinced even if  someone rises from the dead.” ’ 

 

Today’s parable in the Gospel according to Luke is one of the more evocative 

parables in the New Testament. With a remarkable economy of words the Savior tells a 

short little story of a very rich man indifferent to the world around him. Why, according 

to the parable, just outside the gate to his house, a poor man lies starving and diseased. 

So wretched is the poor man, called Lazarus, that we are told that dogs lick his sores. It 

is very uncomfortable image to imagine. The rich man, it is presumed,  knows that poor 

Lazarus is dying at the gate because he passes him to get into his own house. Both men, 

the rich and the poor, die. Jesus tells us that the soul of the poor man Lazarus is carried 

by the angels to be with Abraham. While the rich man’s soul is transported to Hades 

and he is tormented. While on the one hand this parable seems pretty clear, there are a 

lot of questions that is raises if we unpack it. The whole thing is just thirteen short 

verses, but it’s meaning is far more than that. 

Now for many there is something kind of confusing about this parable, in that it 

mentions that the rich man, after his death, when he is in torment in Hades, he sees the 

beggar Lazarus, also dead, but beside Abraham. In fact we are told that when the poor 

Lazarus dies the angels come carry him away to be with Abraham. For those that do not 

know many sects among the Jews believed that when a righteous person died they 

would be carried, or their soul would be carried—its presumed but unclear—their soul 

would be carried to the Bosom of Abraham: a place of relative peace and delight where 

the spirits of the the dead would awake the Day of Judgment. It wasn’t the same as our 

Christian idea of heaven, per se. But anyway, this rich man is in agony and in torment. 
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In Hades, which is a Greek word for a place of great unpleasantness where the spirits of 

unrighteous would go to await the day of Judgement as well. 

So the rich man in his torment sees the poor man in his respite. But what did the 

rich man do to deserve his torment? And what did the poor Lazarus do to deserve his 

respite? We do not know. We can only infer. It seems that the crime of the rich man was 

his indifference. Feasting in his fine clothes while a poor beggar, pestered and licked by 

dogs, lay about the outside of the gate begging for a scrap from the rich man’s table 

only to receive nothing. The rich man’s crime is his indifference. How can I make this 

claim, well, listen as he pleads with Abraham to send the man Lazarus to visit his five 

brothers lest they too earn their place in Hades. But Abraham tells rich man “they have 

Moses and the prophets, they should listen to them.” 

I ask you, did Moses and the prophets ever say anything along the lines that 

being rich was a crime against the Law, or that wearing fine clothes and eating good 

food would result in a soul’s torment? Or did they ever say that beggars are always 

righteous and those with open sores are to blessed? No not really. Of course you 

understand that when the phrase ‘Moses and the prophets’ is used in the New 

Testament it is a euphemism for the Hebrew Scriptures. What does the Hebrew Bible 

say about being rich and being poor? It says that rich have an obligation to help to the 

poor. But more than that. The Hebrew Bible does not simply say that only the rich 

should help the poor, but in fact it says that the faithful should help everyone. Being 

rich does not mean a person is bad and being poor does not mean that a person is good. 

But being rich doesn't mean a person is good either. A person’s wealth or status in life 

does not necessarily have any bearing on weather they are good or bad, righteous or 

unrighteous. But how they act in the world, that is what matters. That is what matters to 

God. 
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Now wealth is easy to understand. Rich and poor? Well those concepts are fairly 

straight forward. We understand that those terms refer to money: to wealth. But we 

know you can be rich in other things besides just money. You can be rich in friendships, 

or rich in blessings, or rich in influence. Being rich is a way to say that a person has 

privilege. Now that word, privilege, has become a very uncomfortable word of late. If 

you have any access to any media at all you have heard the term “White privilege.” It’s 

a very divisive term. It’s a term that many people really think is unfair, or inaccurate, or 

really ridiculous in at its core. White privilege is term that incites visceral reactions. 

Many White people feel it is completely inappropriate, because they know that they 

worked hard for everything they have and that nothing was given to them because they 

are White. But for non-Whites, and for Blacks in particular they believe that the term is 

real and that there is a benefit, a privilege that they are denied because they are Black 

and that White people are given, because they are White. 

But let me stop. This already makes many people feel uncomfortable. It’s 

probably far too controversial a topic for a sermon, but you can bet that pastors are 

preaching on this all over America today.  I have wrestled with this issue. I have 

wrestled with examining my own biases and prejudices. For a long time I denied there 

was such a thing as White privilege. I do not anymore. It’s as real as this pulpit I am 

standing behind. But it is also a very complex concept that is not easy to understand. 

But in order for people to understand it they must be taught about about. Well, unless 

they are people of Color. Then there doesn’t seem to be nearly as much confusion or 

disagreement about whether or not White privilege is a thing. Because of built-in, long 

standing, institutional corruption and prejudice in our whole society, there is special 

privilege afforded to White people. Or if you don’t agree with that, because of built-in, 

long standing, institutional corruption and prejudice in our whole society, there is a 

special disadvantage to being a person of Color and a Black person specifically. This 

week the Supreme Judicial Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts handed 
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down a ruling that said that because of institutional racism Black males in Boston have 

a right to flee from police whether or not they are actually guilty of a crime because of 

an inherent racial bias. 

What I really wrestled with is whether or not I should reflect on this topic and 

search the scripture for it. You see I take very seriously the agreement that we have: that 

as your Interim Pastor I should refrain from overly influencing the culture of First 

Quincy. So for the most part I have kept my focus out of the world and stayed only 

within the scripture. I have to say that it is actually a rather luxurious, the work I do. I 

come here and work in comfort reading and studying the deep meaning of scripture, 

reflecting on issues of faith and theology; visiting with people and companioning them 

on their own walk with God. I’m obviously well feed, and I am wearing my expensive 

blue jeans today, and this is a real silk tie. Purple in fact. I thought that it would be 

better for all concerned if I avoided the topic of White privilege all together. I knew that 

I didn’t want to stand here and say “Black Lives Matter,” even though I firmly believe 

that Black Lives Matter. I just wanted to drive into the parking lot and walk into the 

church and do what I wanted to do. But just outside these walls there are people 

suffering. And some of them are suffering because of the color or their skin.  How is is 

going to be for me when I await Judgment Day if I don’t say anything? Do I need a 

Black man to come back from the dead to tell me that everyday I sat upstairs, drinking 

coffee and reading about the God of love, and did nothing to help to ameliorate the 

problems of racial injustice in my community I was failing to obey Moses and the 

prophets?

But what can I do? What can we all do? Certainly this problem is bigger than any 

one of us, bigger than all of us. And certainly there is wide disagreements here as to 

what the problem is and what the solutions might be. In fact, this problem is one of  

those that is actually so overwhelming if we really put our attention on it we can 
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quickly be overcome by the enormity of it. Well, first and foremost there is something 

we must not do: we must not become indifferent to the millions of Black men and 

women in our country who are demanding that this be addressed. Indifference is not a 

Christian value. Some of us here may have the luxury now to turn a blind eye to this 

issue, but what will be our reward in heaven? The people in this sanctuary are good 

people, God-fearing people. We do not wish evil on others. We don’t want anyone to be 

abused or mistreated because of their skin color. We certainly do not want anyone 

innocent to be shot to death by police. It’s not for me to throw accusations around. But 

there is a phrase that is used in Christian churches that is wholly applicable here: upon 

reflection we may: that is me, or you, or some of us, or all of us, we may be convicted by 

the Holy Spirit on this dreadful issue. Again, I am not saying there is anything especially 

wrong with the good people here at First Quincy. I have seen tremendous acts of 

courage, of people stepping out in faith, of folks rolling up their sleeves to work to be a 

blessing in a hurting world. We have a great, inexhaustible, source of strength that is 

available to us; the Holy Spirit. Our own courage to examine racism in our society may 

be exhausted, but the Spirit can carry us along on eagles’ wings. 

There may be a call to action for us. There may be something that we as a grace-

filled community of Christ wish to engage around this issue. But we don’t really know 

that. In our ongoing Mission Study one of the central issues we must ask ourselves is 

how is First Quincy serving God in the world? We’ve stepped up in Bangladesh.We are 

contemplating ministry in Malawi. We’ve got Family Café and our support of Food 

pantry. But, is there something else for us to do here? Maybe there is. Or maybe we are 

doing what we can. I honestly don’t know. But that is what time we are in. We must 

from time to time ask ourselves what is our mission to Quincy, to the South Shore? We 

know what God called us to do in the past, but we must discover if God is calling us to 

something else now. Moses and the prophets are still here for us: what have they told us 

about being in the world? Where should our attention be focused? The Mission Study 
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Team is working: New Beginnings is coming in a couple of weeks. They are going to be 

asking us some very serious questions about who we are and what we are about. We 

don’t know when Judgement Day will come. So let us look within ourselves and begin 

to examine who we are as disciples of Christ and as a Christian community. But let us 

also hold on to one thing: one very important thing: our Lord and our Savior came, 

died, and resurrected to bring us the message and the promise of our Salvation. Even in 

the midst of terror and injustice we serve a living, loving, merciful God. I believe that as 

a church our best is yet to come. I believe that we are a place of equality and respect. If 

we can do that here, what can offer to our community? I think we can offer a lot. But let 

us reason together: what do we care about a community of faith, and where is God 

calling us to lead? For our work on this earth is never truly finished until the last one of 

us is called to our Eternal Home. 

~Amen. 
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