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Amos 6:1, 4-7; 1 Timothy 6:11-16; Luke 16:19-31; Psalm 146, Praise God, 
O my soul!


Although we didn’t hear this reading today, I wanted to share something that’s taken from the Book of Leviticus. Written hundreds of years before the epistles, before the Gospels, and even before many of the prophets, God’s voice was heard in Israel, saying, When you reap the harvest in your country, you will not harvest the very edges of your field, nor will you gather the leftovers, the gleanings of your harvest. You will leave these for the poor and the stranger. In other words, says God in the Book of Leviticus, you already have plenty; leave at least something for somebody else.

But then, who pays attention to God? Certainly not the Israelites whom we’ve heard Amos ranting at for the past two weeks. The wealthiest people in Amos’ community were hell-bent on staying the wealthiest. So we hear about practices like charging higher prices for smaller portions … fixing the scales … making huge profits off selling shoddy merchandise the poor and the needy … then using all that accumulated wealth to guzzle wine straight from the bottle and belch from all the fine food and pay no attention to the poor. The Israelites had Amos; we have Bernie Sanders. But the message these two prophets preached then  and preach today is the same. Gross income inequality is a sin against justice. When the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, it demeans, diminishes and destroys the already- vulnerable among us. And it’s a sin that cries to heaven for vengeance. 


In economics, there’s something called the GINI index that measures how incomes are dispersed in a population. The GINI is measured on a scale of 0 to 1. 
0 is a situation where incomes are distributed perfectly evenly. And 1 is where, literally, one person holds all the wealth and no one else has any. Here in the United States, the GINI index in 2006  was 0.464. But by 2017, it had climbed to 0.482, and in 2018 it was 0.485, inching closer and closer to all of the wealth being held by a mere handful of people. In our country, we can literally measure, with mathematical precision, how  more and more income is being held  in fewer and fewer hands. The gap between the richest and the poorest in our country represents the largest disparity there’s been in 50 years. And no matter how much our economy booms for some, it’s not lessening poverty for others. Amos would never be silent in the face of such an abomination. And neither would Jesus.


Make no mistake about it. The parable we heard in Luke’s gospel today was a story of income inequality. It’s a parable where 1% had health, wealth and happiness; and 99% were sick, homeless and penniless. But I think that’s the obvious part – we can easily see the disparity between the rich man who’s a fat cat, and poor Lazarus who can’t even get a crumb out of him. And we expect the rich man to eventually get his just desserts


But I think there’s more to the story than the simple justice of Lazarus and the rich man trading places  after death. When the rich man died, he ought to have been able to spend a little time in purgatory maybe, repent for his sins, be forgiven and walk into heaven. But that’s not what happened. He was tormented and it was going on forever. So when he looked up and saw Lazarus in the bosom of Abraham, the rich man  called out to Abraham, Send Lazarus to dip his finger in some water, then come down here and cool off my tongue. And that, my friends, is where he made his big mistake.

The rich man called Lazarus by name! He knew who he was. The whole time Lazarus was begging at the door, the rich man knew who he  was … saw him starving and in rags … and ignored him. And then what arrogance … asking Abraham & Sarah to send Lazarus to alleviate his suffering, as though he were entitled to Lazarus’ kindness. No apology, no remorse, just the demand of the privileged, Sarah and Abraham, send Lazarus down here to wait on me. 


It’s no wonder the parable tells us there was a chasm between the rich man and Lazarus that no one could cross. Willful ignorance can do that. Seeing pain and suffering and turning the other way can do that. Continuing to live a blissfully ignorant life of privilege with no attempt to share that privilege can do that. 

Amos preached against the Israelites because their lack of awareness allowed them to engage in such callous and horrible treatment of their brothers and sisters. The rich man was  punished not so much for his awful treatment of Lazarus, but for his failing to recognize Lazarus as his brother. He knew his name, and he did nothing. 
Amos & Jesus were both acting in prophetic witness against unawareness, against a lack of consciousness of who we are and how we are to behave in the world. 
We can’t afford to be like the rich man. When we see suffering of any kind, we must notice it and we must do something about it – no matter how large or small. No one of us can single-handedly eliminate income inequality in our country; but we can vote for a government that’s committed to solving that problem. And every day, we can do what we can do to help wherever we can.  Remember, it’s the awareness of it that’s important, for there’s no action without awareness. 
It’s no coincidence, I think, that when Dante wrote the Inferno, he portrayed Satan not moving all through Hell tormenting souls, but at the very bottom of Hell, himself  experiencing the worst imaginable torture – encased in ice, unable to speak or move. Unawareness and  unconsciousness are like ice that freeze our souls in a Hell of our own making. This is the ice that prevents us from hearing and living the words that Paul wrote to Timothy, and that we heard in Paul’s letter today,  Strive to be a person of integrity and piety, filled with faith and love, patience and gentleness. 
Integrity, piety, faith, love, patience, gentleness – they all come out of our heart’s awareness of what’s happening in our world, and how we’re called to live the Gospel every day in  that world. So our readings challenge all of us today to notice things … to melt the ice of our unawareness … to see the face of God in all creation …  and to take our place as a cell in the Body of Christ, as we paraphrase the words of the psalm we prayed earlier today – See and notice and praise God in all things, O my soul!
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