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It’s pretty clear that our readings today are about justice and compassion – doing right by people, not trampling on people’s rights, behaving decently. Yet as I look around the church today, what I see are people who are already living the Gospel. We have folks among us who are training as volunteers at Seasons Hospice; who are working with women at Martha’s Place; who are companioning cancer survivors & their families at the Wellness House in Annapolis; who serve as our community’s Eucharistic ministers to those who are homebound; and others who, I’m sure, serve in ministries I’m completely unaware of.     

With readings like today’s, it feels like the best I can do is preach to this choir, and ask the question -- what might the readings today possibly say to us that we don’t already know? Maybe today’s readings are not so much something new, as something that might need to be re-examined and reinforced – so let’s go back to Amos.

Amos, was a shepherd, who was called by God to prophesy to Israel in about the year 750 BCE – which was a very prosperous time for those who were wealthy in Israel.  In last Sunday’s readings, we heard Amos preaching to these wealthy & prosperous  Israelites about the injustices they were committing against the poor – charging high prices for small portions, fixing the scales, oppressing the poor, and cheating them out of their income. (Reminds me of something I heard recently about the manufacturers of Pampers Diapers who announced that they would not be raising the prices on their diapers … but that they would be packaging fewer diapers in each package, as a cost-cutting measure … feels like the folks at Procter & Gamble might need a dose of Amos!)
This week, Amos is back with us, and once again, he’s railing against the things that the Israelites are doing  -- lying in beds that are inlaid with ivory, drinking wine straight out of the bottle, rubbing themselves down with the finest of oils. But all of that doesn’t seem to be the worst thing they’re doing.

No, the worst thing Amos has to say about the Israelites is this – They show no care for the ruin of Joseph! Joseph, in this sentence, is the tribes of Israel, who are is about to be invaded & conquered, in part because of the selfishness, laziness, and self-indulgence of those in power.  

In other words, the leaders of Israel are clueless. They are thoughtless. They are so wrapped up in themselves that they are essentially unaware of anything that’s happening around them.  And that seems to be the worst sin of all. They’re so wrapped up in their own world, that they don’t even see what’s going on around them. They don’t notice the poor. They don’t notice the oppressed. They don’t even notice the clouds of war that are forming right on their doorstep. The sin, says Amos, is not so much what they DO, but what INFORMS their actions. It’s not so much the evil deeds themselves, it’s the lack of awareness that drives these deeds. 

God sent the prophet Amos to make the Israelites aware, and they sent him packing to the tribes of Judah. They threw Amos out because he urged them to be more thoughtful, more conscious, more aware of the consequences of their actions. And they preferred to remain in the stupor of their darkness. 

Now,  let’s look at the parable Jesus tells us today in the Gospel of Luke. Over the years, preachers have tried to make a case for the evil deeds of the rich man in the story. (For example, “He walked by and he spit on Lazarus in contempt.”) But you won’t really find evil deeds in this story. Once again – as with the Israelites in our first reading --  the rich man’s sin is unawareness. His sin is being so wrapped up in himself, he could walk by suffering and pain and hunger, and not even notice it. 

As the story continues, we see the rich man in torment and Lazarus in glory. Yet the rich man continues to treat Lazarus as a non-person; it’s all about him. Even his intercession for his brothers is selfish. You don’t hear an apology. You don’t hear any remorse. You don’t hear any ah-ha moment of understanding. All you hear is the rich man asking Abraham to make Lazarus do his bidding. 

Abraham & Sarah tell the rich man that there is a fixed chasm between where he is and where Lazarus is. I wonder if we might think about that chasm as the rich man’s  unawareness – no amount of words, teaching, or preaching is going to close that gap. No amount of messages from Lazarus to his five brothers. The only way that chasm can be gotten over is by the rich man coming to some awareness of what he’s done … of who Lazarus is … of how he (the rich man) has not been a faithful son of Israel, because he hasn’t cared for the poor and needy.

 In her weekly column in the NCR this week, Joan Chittister quotes Pope Francis, who preaches that comfortable living  can cause what he calls "gentrification of the heart." And we all know what  urban gentrification does, as we see it take hold in our cities – the sin might not be so much in forcing poor people to move out of their homes. The sin is probably more our indifference to the fact that those we’ve pushed out of their homes no longer have an affordable place to live. In the words of Pope Francis, gentrified hearts are unaware of the needs of others, and are coolly indifferent to their suffering.
In the Buddhist tradition, all suffering is traced back to unawareness. All suffering grows out of our not understanding who we are, and how we are called to love and serve all sentient beings. In the Christian tradition, maybe we can say the same thing.
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 is punished not so much for his awful treatment of Lazarus, but for his failing to recognize Lazarus as his brother.

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. Remember, it’s the awareness of it that’s important. 
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, 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 he shares with us 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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