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The Common Good 
Sermon, 16th Sunday after Pentecost, 9-29-19 

Pastor Norman Vernon Holmes 
Shepherd by the Sea Episcopal/Lutheran Church, Gualala 

 
Our Gospel lesson for today is part of that triad of parables in Luke’s Gospel 
that all begin with 
 “There was a rich man who....”   
 
Today’s gospel is about a rich man who could not see the poverty that existed in 
the world around him, right in front of his face.  It seems to me that this lesson 
is particularly appropriate for us.  We live in one of the richest states in 
America...and yet the discrepancy between rich and poor has never been 
greater.  Our state, the ninth largest economy in the world, has a wealth gap 
that is only growing wider.  
 
Family after family are finding themselves homeless because the rent has been 
increased beyond their means, or there was a medical emergency which their 
insurance companies would not cover.  These folks are not lazy or welfare 
cheats as some would have you believe.  They are the working poor.  Some 
have full time jobs but they simply cannot afford housing or medical coverage.  
They sleep in tents under freeway overpasses or in cars parked on our city 
streets.   
 
And, we are part of the problem.  Those of us in the middle, who by the grace 
of God still have homes and jobs and retirement packages and medical 
coverage that allow us to survive, are indeed part of the problem.  We have 
ours, but we have failed to ensure that our neighbors have a just and fair 
economic world in which to live.  
 
The Prophet Amos addresses his words to those who are at ease in Zion ...and 
also to those who feel secure on Mt. Samaria...Saying God’s people have 
forgotten how to share their wealth with the poor.  We are not talking simply 
about  a lack of charity, but rather a lack of Justice and righteousness.  God’s 
people have forgotten who they are and who they are called to be.  
   
The foundational event of the Hebrew Scriptures is the liberation of the children 
of Israel from bondage and slavery in Egypt.  That is the hinge pin on which all 
of the Law and the Prophets, as well as the history of the nations of Judah and 
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Israel find their meaning.  Central to that meaning is understanding that Israel 
was to remember that they once were slaves and in bondage and then were set 
free.   

You shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice; you 
shall not take a widow's garment in pledge. Remember that you 
were a slave in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you 
from there; therefore I command you to do this. 
When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the 
field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be left for the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you 
in all your undertakings. When you beat your olive trees, do not strip 
what is left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.  
When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, do not glean what is 
left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow. Remember 
that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I am 
commanding you to do this.  Ex 24:17-22 

 
God’s people were called to remember their own history of enslavement and  
liberation and therefore to care for the alien (immigrant) the orphan, and the 
widow.  So also within the Christian scriptures we are called to remember our 
own liberation through Jesus’s life, death and resurrection and therefore we are 
called to care for the least of these, the hungry and thirsty, the stranger, the 
naked, and those who are sick and in prison.  Or as Jesus put it, we are to love 
our neighbor as ourselves.  But remembering is difficult.  In fact it might be 
said that we have a selective memory...remembering only those things that we 
wish to remember.  The world encourages us to have selective memory, and to 
polace ourselves in the center.  As if, life were all about us.   
 
And so we forget about how we as a culture decimated the indigenous peoples 
of the land, and we forget about the wealth and privilege that white America has 
taken to itself at the hands of over 400 years of slavery of African Americans.  
We forget about the internment camps of WWII where Japanese Americans 
were imprisoned.  We forget about the fact that our prisons are teaming with 
African Americans, imprisoned for years and stigmatized for life over issues that 
their white counter parts, were given a slap on the wrist, if they were even 
punished at all.  All of these issues are well documented truths of our past .... 
but for the most part they are truths that we choose not to remember. 
 
And just as we have selective memory, we also have selective eyesight.  We 
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puzzle over how the rich man in today’s gospel lesson could be so oblivious to 
the plight of poor Lazarus.  How could he not see his hunger, and his open 
sores which the dogs licked?  But then, ... we can’t see the injustice of poverty 
and homelessness right in front of our own eyes.  Can we?!  It is so easy to 
forget and so hard to remember!  I suspect if we listen carefully, we can hear 
Jesus say to us, as he said to his disciples: 
 

Do you have eyes, and fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to 
hear? And do you not remember? Mark 8:18 

 
(Pause) 
 
I commute from Davis to San Jose by train once a month and on that trip if you 
look out the window you cannot fail to see the homeless encamped along the 
tracks, and under every freeway overpass in the entire Bay Area.  Those 
images are burned into my heart and they trouble my spirit.  But, once I get off 
the train and go about my business, it’s easy to forget.   
 
It is easy to forget and hard to remember!  That old wisdom saying “Out of sight 
–Out of mind” is so tragically true.  So in my study, or my man-cave, as my wife 
likes to call it, my walls are decorated with remembrances.  
 
On the wall facing my desk is a copy of a famous image of the cross of the 
Crucified Messiah, made familiar through the work of a Liberation Theologian 
from South America.  It is flanked by two pictures taken from the Mexican side 
of the border along the fence.  One is a picture of empty water cartons with the 
words “Cuantos Mas” writ large on their sides.  “Cuantos Mas”  - How many 
more? In reference to the hundreds of undocumented immigrants who died from 
thirst in the desert, as they sought a better life.   And on the other side, a 
simple wooden cross with the name of a child and the dates of her all too short 
life, one of thousands of such crosses left at the wall as memorials to those who 
have died seeking refuge.   
 
On the wall to my right, I have a piece of art depicting three Hebrew words.  
Mishpat, that is God’s distributive Justice; Sedequah, God’s righteousness, 
and Hessed, God’s everlasting love.   God’s Justice, God’s righteousness, and 
God’s everlasting love.  And right next to me at eye level there is a plague with 
the words “I Have A Dream.” 
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On the wall behind me is a painting of a man leaning over a wall with an arm 
outstretched to another man below him, who is reaching up to the man above.  
The title of that piece of art is “He’s not heavy, he’s my brother.”  
 
On the wall to my left is a large image of a native American Christ sitting 
cross-legged on a carpet, celebrating with bread and wine.  There is also an 
Egyptian papyrus depicting a judgement scene where the deceased organs are 
weighed against a feather to determine if they were light-hearted and kind, or 
heavy hearted and mean spirited. 
 
Across from me, setting on my book shelf, is a hand carved wooden bell I 
purchased in Haiti to remind me of the brief time I spent working in a hospice 
and in an orphanage.  Inscribed on the bell are these words: “No listens to the 
cry of the poor or to the sound of a wooden bell.”    
 
And right on my desk, under the protective glass upon which I write, is an 
ordination card I have kept for over 53 years, one card from the hundreds that I 
received.  It simply shows an alter, set with Eucharistic vessels and draped with 
a stole, and the words “(Remember) I Have Chosen You”   
 
Yet with all of that, it is still not easy to remember, it is far easier to only 
remember the things I want to while conveniently forgetting the rest.   
 
Remembering is not easy.  Especially within a culture that teaches us to 
remember only what we wish to remember.  That is why both the Hebrew 
scriptures and the Christian scriptures call upon us to remember.   
 
Society encourages us to not remember and to not see.  So that in advertizing 
the people we see are all exquisitely dressed, thin, and surrounded with luxury.  
The cars we are encouraged to buy are never shown in congested traffic or 
guzzling gas at the pump, they are shown flying down a beautiful and scenic 
country road without another car in sight.  The hidden message is forget your 
troubles and escape ... because only you matter. 
 
How soon we forget the damage caused by nicotine from smoking cigarettes.  
And yet millions of dollars are being poured into addicting another generation to 
nicotine through the magic of vaping.   
 
How can we not see?  How can we not hear the cry of the poor?  Because we 
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do not remember whose we are.  Part of the problem is that when we enter into 
that voting booth, if we even bother to vote, we leave behind our baptismal 
values of community and compassion  and vote the values of our 
culture....namely wealth and power. 
 
In life we need to remember what the apostle Paul said to the Ephesians:  
 

... For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.  
Eph. 2:10  

 
Remember – We are called to be the body of Christ in the world around us.  
And we are equipped through Word and Sacrament to live out that calling to be 
an alternative to the way of the world.  
 
Remember – Amen. 


