“Was Blind, But Now I See”

Luke 16:19-31

Her nerves were fried, and she was quickly reaching the end of her rope.  The baby had been crying all morning and wouldn’t stop, and her four-year-old son continued to complain about everything imaginable.  “I’m hungry.  I don’t like this food.  I’m bored.  Why won’t you play with me?”  She was a good and loving mother, but she was on the edge of losing her self-control.  Now both children were crying, and just when she was about to explode, there was a knock on the back door.
It was her next-door neighbor, a retired gentleman and longtime friend.  As soon as she opened the door, the tension and anxiety in the house were plain for the neighbor to see.  He saw the look of desperation in the eyes of the young mother and heard the crying baby and the demanding child.  He never even said why he had come over.  He just turned to the four-year-old boy and said, “Benjamin, you’re coming with me.”  And he took the boy for the rest of the day, allowing the mother to tend to and quiet the baby.  And by the late afternoon, her anxiety was gone; her nerves were rested.  And when her son was returned to her, she was ready to be, once again, a loving patient mother—all because her neighbor opened his eyes and saw her plight and chose to answer the call to be a good neighbor.

Throughout the Old Testament books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—which by tradition are called the Books of Moses—there is a frequent and reoccurring theme.  And this theme is echoed again and again by the prophets who proclaim God’s word, saying: “When you see the plight of the orphans and widows, the poor and destitute in your land, you shall have empathy for them, and you will do whatever you can to address their suffering.  After all, you were once poor, powerless, and suffering in Egypt.  You know how it feels to be poor and oppressed.  I saw your suffering and acted compassionately for you; you in turn should see the suffering of others and act compassionately for them.  Listen to me, for I am the Lord your God.”
This understanding of our responsibility for each other as neighbors, to be there for each other in our time of need, to have our eyes opened to see our neighbor’s concerns and to feel empathy—this value and character trait is at the very heart of what we call the Judeo-Christian ethic.  And let me point out that the word empathy is different from sympathy.  When we sympathize with someone’s situation, we may “feel their pain,” as the saying goes, or feel compassion for their predicament.  But when we empathize with another person, a mutual identification is formed.  We have stood in their shoes and seen the world from their perspective.  God says to the people of Israel, “You can identify with those who are oppressed, because you were once oppressed in Egypt.”  Empathy sees and identifies with the suffering and pain of others, and empathy acts.
Basically, it was the lack of empathy that condemned the rich man in our parable.  You see, the rich man never did anything directly to cause Lazarus’ suffering.  There’s no indication he had cheated Lazarus in a business deal and left him destitute.  Nor did he express any callous words or take any action causing Lazarus’ miserable state of life.  He never sneers, “Get a job,” nor does he promote legislation to remove all beggars from his gate.  His only sin was indifference.
You see, there’s no indication he ever saw Lazarus or made any effort to empathize with his situation.  The only time he sees Lazarus is in the afterlife when he is looking for help, and then he only sees Lazarus as a potential errand boy.  “Send Lazarus to bring me some water.  Send Lazarus to take a message to my brothers.”  The rich man has allowed his heart to become so indifferent that even in Hell there’s no expression of remorse or acceptance of responsibility for his lack of empathy while on earth.
Sometimes in life, we can become so far removed from the troubles and concerns of others that it is as if there were a huge chasm between us.  And the longer we go on blindly ignoring the reality of our neighbor’s pain, the wider the chasm becomes, until eventually, it’s humanly impossible to cross.
That’s why we encourage our youth to go on mission trips.  There they can interact with people in need and see firsthand the circumstances of their world that often hold their neighbors imprisoned in poverty.  It is an opportunity to open their eyes to see the plight of their neighbors, so they can answer the call to be a good neighbor.
That’s why for years, members of this church served meals to people in need at Hot Dish and Hope and at Greensboro Urban Ministries.  Sadly, because of Covid, we have not been able to participate in this in-person ministry.  But I hope that soon it will be possible for you to serve and offer food to someone in need, to see them, and to let them know you care.  Empathy sees and identifies with the suffering and pain of others, and empathy acts.  I promise you, through this ministry, your life will be changed.
 That’s why we encourage members to get involved in the settlement of our Afghan refugee family.  Members of our church have helped them register their children for school, taken them to doctor and dentist appointments, helped the father learn how to drive so he can get a license, and we will soon be taking them to Washington D.C. to file for political asylum.  Yes, we have changed the life of this family, but those who have helped have seen their own lives changed. A mutual identification has been formed, and they have seen the world through the eyes of a refugee.
And members of our church and mentors from North Carolina A&T meet weekly with boys from Partnership Village, playing basketball and forming relationships that have transformed the lives of everyone involved.  Empathy acts.
You see, while it’s important to give money to those in need, I believe it is equally important to see them, to enter their world to understand the systemic obstacles and barriers that create and sustain their predicament.  It’s important to try as best we can to stand in their shoes and to see the reality of this world from their perspective, to have empathy for their situation.

 My friends, when we do that, when we seek to see the world from another person’s perspective, we’re following in the footsteps of Jesus.  One of the first creeds of the Early Christian Church is found in Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi.  Paul writes: “[T]hough he was in the form of God, [Jesus] did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.”  (Phil 2:6-7) The Book of Hebrews proclaims that our Great High Priest can empathize with our weakness in every way, except sin.  (Heb. 4:15) Here’s the point: Our God can identify with our plight and suffering, our temptations and weakness because God chose to stand in our human shoes and empathize with us.
There’s a bit of irony at the conclusion of our parable.  Did you catch it?  Father Abraham replies to the rich man, “If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  The irony is of course that we Christians believe Jesus did rise from the dead, and as Christians, we are called to go out into the world encouraging everyone to listen to Moses and the prophets, and to believe in the one to whom Moses and the Prophets are pointing, the one who is risen from the dead.  But will anyone listen?  Will anyone be convinced?  Will their eyes be opened?  Can the chasm be crossed?
In the last chapter of Luke’s Gospel, the risen Christ is walking down a road with two disciples.  But the disciples don’t recognize the risen Christ and don’t appear to believe the rumors of his resurrection, even though it is Jesus standing right in front of them.  But then the story says Jesus, the stranger, begins to explain and interpret the Books of Moses and the writings of the prophets, and how they all reach a culmination in Jesus.

When the two disciples reached their destination, they invite Jesus, the stranger, to share a meal, and surprisingly, the guest acts as the host.  The story says Jesus “took bread, blessed, and broke it, and gave it to them.  [And this is how] their eyes were opened, and they [were able to] recognize him.”  (Lk 24:30b-31a)
My friends, every one of us is afflicted by our own blind spots of pride and prejudice, some degree of racism, and classism, and sexism, and various other ‘isms.’  And these blind spots separate us from other groups, classes, and races within the neighborhood of our planet earth.  And these blind spots can become so wide and vast that they become like a huge chasm, humanly impossible to cross.
But the Good News of our faith is that nothing is impossible for our God.  When we come to the church for fellowship and worship, for Bible study and spiritual growth, we are met by the one whose self-proclaimed mission was to “bring good news to the poor . . . release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free.”  (Lk 4:18b) We are met by Jesus of whom Mary joyfully sings, “He has . . . lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things.”  (Lk 1:52-53) When we gather at the communion table, where the stranger is our host, our eyes are opened to recognize who Jesus truly is, which means that our eyes are opened to see the plight of our neighbors, empowering us to answer the call to be an empathetic neighbor.
So, I hope to see you here next week on World Communion Sunday, a day when we will also celebrate Bread for the World.  I hope to see you here next Sunday so we can all be empowered to see and recognize Jesus.

Let us Pray:

“I once was lost, but now I’m found.  Was blind, but now I see.”  Thank you, O Lord, for the gift of restored vision.  Thank you for helping us to see who you truly are.  Empower us to look around our world and see the suffering of our neighbors and act with compassion.  We are depending on you, for it is only in you that the chasm can be crossed.  Amen.

David A. Cagle, September 25, 2022
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