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Grace and peace to you in the name of the Triune God. 

“I was glad when they said unto me let us go into the house of the Lord.” Those words from Psalm 122 come flooding over me as I have the privilege of worshiping with you today. Thank you for the invitation to explore what God is doing in our midst through the Gospel text read for today. It is such a delight to join you today to worship and praise God. I bring you greetings from the Luther Seminary community, our Board of Directors, our staff and faculty, and our nearly 4 million learners in digital learning spaces and in degree programs across nearly 250 countries. 
In the Gospel reading for today, we might be tempted to declare “I know exactly what this text means.” Perhaps you have heard it dozens of times and heard as many sermons so you are sure what it means. We have been challenged these last weeks by the Gospel lessons and the attention they give to possessions and money. It seems odd that Jesus spends so much time talking about money when the call of the disciples included leaving their possessions in order to follow Jesus. 
I find it puzzling, even as a former financial planner and licensed stock broker, about the inconsistent ways the Gospel talks about wealth. In the Beatitudes Luke writes that the poor, not the rich, are blessed yet in Acts 20 it is more blessed to give than to receive. In Luke 19 one person is praised for giving away 50% of his possessions and in chapter 18 another is rejected because he will not give 100%. “I know what the bible says about wealth, or is it I wonder?”
Have you ever been certain of something and it turned out to be the opposite of what you thought? In this text the Pharisees enter the story just before our reading began. Perhaps you are thinking, “I know all about the Pharisees.” In Luke, Jesus eats with Pharisees; they are community leaders. Earlier in this chapter they are involved with wealth. In chapter 13 they are informed of current events and hurried to alert Jesus that there may be trouble. The Pharisees are a leadership group. These positive references to Pharisees align with Luke’s focus on the coherence between Judaism and the movement of early Christianity, later known as church. “I know what the bible says about Pharisees, or is it I wonder? Our knowing gets turned upside down.
Several years ago, I was with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania to bring greetings for the celebration of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation. The church rented the football stadium, otherwise known as soccer here. The stadium was in the city center with seating for, I think 40,000 or more. Thousands and thousands arrived from all over Tanzania in buses, on bicycles, or walking. Everyone dressed in festive attire. I was grateful the clouds were thick to shield us from the sun.
In addition to celebrating the reformation, the plan was also to confirm 2,000 young people that day. You know how it is, you plan to confirm 2,000 kids and 5,000 show up. It took a little longer than expected to get lined up in this procession of thousands. As the service began and the choir members walked into the stadium followed by the young people who were to be confirmed. Just as we were ready to enter the stadium, the heavens opened up and it began to rain. I don’t mean the typical summer rains we experience in Minnesota. I mean a sustained monsoon deluge of the kind where you can hardly see the person next to you. That deluge on the dirt track surrounding the grass field quickly turned into ankle deep mud, splattering mud waist high on white albs and brilliantly colored choir robes. I thought to myself, what a disaster. Surely they will stop so we can take cover. I knew exactly what we should do and was certain about next steps. To my astonishment, not only did the procession continue but there was animated dancing, even more exuberant singing to “drown out” the deluge. When we were in our seats, the presiding bishop, declared that this deluge was a sign of God’s blessing. He proclaimed how wonderful that the heavens opened and a monsoon descended so that God’s blessings would wash over us all. I have never heard Psalm 19 “the heavens declare the glory of God” or experienced a rainstorm in the same way again. My “I know” was transformed into “wonder” not by my doing but by God’s work through the wisdom of the community that welcomed me. 
Gathering; I know…or I wonder…
As we gather this morning, do you have an “I know” disposition or are you more inclined to wonder? Luke does not provide a simple solution or social plan for the use of wealth. He simply outlines a problem for the church and offers comments on the peril that awaits if nothing is done. But he does not prescribe a particular economic system or social order which solves the problem. 
When we gather as a faith community and go out from this gathering to your neighborhoods, we are each challenged, invited to wonder a bit more. In places where polarization of ideas and ways of engaging the world have no room for nuance, or for talking together across differences large and small. You may be stretched to experience another way of being a disciple of Jesus Christ. My prayer is that God might transform our knowing, our certainty, into wonder. Wonder about God’s will and God’s way for our witness. Wonder not simply as curiosity, as important as that is, but wonder as awe, awe at the ways God is working through each of you and through people and circumstances that seem to confuse and befuddle. My prayer is that our wonder might also be transformed to experience the awe of God’s presence in our midst, precisely where God has promised to be. 
I was reminded of what it means to have “I Know turn to “I wonder and expect God to be present. Several years ago on my way to Suriname for a meeting of the Lutheran World Federation Regional gathering. I had to look on a map where Suriname was on the tiny northeast bit of South America. I had a day long layover in Trinidad so took a taxi to the city center-a place I had never been before or since, and just wandered around. I came upon a large two-story house, with most of the white paint peeling off, a rickety formerly grand staircase leading up to the expansive front porch. Adjacent was a large hand painted sign: Church of all hope and miracles: worship every evening 7:00 pm, Miracles Sunday morning 9am. I thought that was hilarious…then it dawned on me that these worshipers came together each day to pray, praise God and when they came on Sunday, they expected God to show up. I was again humbled by the witness of these folks. 
Gift

There are more details to notice in our text. The rich man wore the best clothes and robes. Lazarus is only wearing sores. The rich man feasted. No mention is made that Lazarus ate anything at all but only longed to be fed from with what fell from the table. Lazarus died, but the rich man died and was buried. Even after death the rich man appeals to Abraham rather than speaking to Lazarus directly. Even in death Lazarus wasn’t addressed by the rich man. This text describes how God turns upside down what we think we know. It also invites us to pay attention to the details.
Gift: attention
I wonder if the trouble of the rich man was not in possessions, per se, but that he never noticed Lazarus. The orientation of the rich man was toward his possessions and himself. He failed to pay attention to the gift in the person of Lazarus who was before his very eyes. God upends our own assumptions about who is gifted. 
Perhaps you have returned to church after a long covid absence and are wondering if you belong here, if you have the gifts needed. Perhaps the traumas and heartaches of losses large and small have left you bereft of relationship, belonging, and hollowed out your own sense of giftedness. Trauma does that-you begin to doubt yourself, who you are or who you have become. This text reverses our assumptions about who belongs and who is gifted, who God calls.
Many years ago in the Lutheran World Federation, the global communion of churches formed after the second world war. The late Tanzanian Bishop Josiah Kibira, President from 1977-1984, laid out a vision for the LWF when he said, “There is no church, so big and so rich, that it wouldn’t depend on the gifts of others; there is no church so small and so poor it wouldn’t be able to enrich others." Recognizing the giftedness in others, attending to our initial biases, opens us to riches we may overlook. 
Paying attention is complex work. In the midst of our own very busy lives, multiple and competing demands for our time, money, attention, our energy, or in being multiply overwhelmed, one must ask, “How can we take notice of the hardship, struggle and suffering around us? How do we orient ourselves to the kind of attentiveness to which Luke points us? How do we see the gift in ourselves and the gifts that others bring? We all have ways which orient us. 
Some find a sense of orientation in social media sites, twitter feeds and tik tok which update one on every late breaking detail and serve for many as moment by moment orientation. Stephen Long writes in a book on Christian ethics that “…highways provide the major life orientation for us. They give us access to malls, businesses, attractions which serve to orient us in the world as consumers whose end is to buy and sell in the marketplace, 24/7.” This way of being in the world is measured by contract. A merchant provides goods and sets a fixed price and I pay the price and my obligation ends at that moment or whenever the agreement is finished. I have a job which earns so much per hour or per year and I can commodify my time.  “Time is money” is a way of commodifying the contractual arrangements in which we engage.
We all engage in the commodification of each other in ways large and small. We rank pastors by titles like interim, senior, assistant; parishioners by occupation, job title, marital status, number of children; home address, neighborhood, Vikings or packers? Jazz or classical? Romance novels or biographies? Thai food or hotdish? Donuts or Scones?  

Malcolm Gladwell in a book called Blink, notes that we make judgments about each other in the first few seconds. 
What would it mean for this church community for our lives to be oriented by gift rather than contract and commodity? What would it mean for us to be oriented by the gifts one finds in the gathering of folks in virtual spaces and in person, in bible study and offices, gathering in and through the liturgy, the gathering together with open hearts expecting God’s surprising reversals, awaiting the surprise of the gifts of others when it is least expected? 

It is in the liturgy that we are shaped to be responsible moral agents in the world. Following the sharing of the peace we have the chance to make an offering. Why do we do this? We know we can’t win God’s favor and we know this is not a contractual arrangement. Why do we bring a gift?
Grace

These gifts make sense only when brought forward with the gifts of bread and wine that will be Christ’s body and blood for us, the means of Grace. “The ‘gift” that the church offers at the altar is not the produce of our own labor, the commodification of our work, it is the gift of Christ’s offering for us. It is why in the offertory response we sing, “for we can only wonder at every gift you send, at blessings without number and mercies without end…In this offertory response we offer with joy and thanksgiving, what you have first given us, ourselves, our time and our possessions, signs of God’s gracious love.”
Luke does not provide the paradigm for what we should do with wealth. The wonder, gift and grace to which this parable points, opens us to lives oriented by Christ. To live in the way of the cross, is to become community whose way of being with one another and with the world is about gift rather than about contract. Orienting ourselves as people of the cross who have been gifted to be free for each other, free to notice the hurt and suffering of those around us rather than persons who engage in contractual arrangements.
Rowan Williams, former archbishop of Canterbury wrote that “a Eucharistic ethic…is far more than an affirmation that community and material sharing are good and God-worthy things or that human fellowship around a religious focus is highly significant for our flourishing. [A Eucharistic ethic] … is rather … how God comes to be in us, because of God’s nature and action in eternity, God’s nature and action in the history of divine dealings with human agents, and because of the specific …promise of Jesus to renew his invitation and welcome to us when we break bread in his name and presence and power.”
This is our hope to be community. To be shaped by the Word of God in concrete practices of gathering, gift and grace, not by trying harder but in receiving the gift of God in this meal and being the hands and feet of Christ to each other and for the world. This is where our hope is grounded and flourishes. Not in my ability to “be productive, get it right, but rooted in the promises of God. That is the hope which can be trusted. That is the Good news today!

Amen!

