26TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

Last spring, I read Father Ron Rolheiser’s column in “The Witness”, titled “The Resurrection of Jesus and Physical Creation”.  I liked what he had to say, and it occurred to me to make copies for the Cluster Stewardship Committee to read and discuss as part of our ongoing formation.  At that time, they seemed reluctant to take it on and decided to postpone it until fall.  So I brought it out again at our meeting three weeks ago.
The point that Father Rolheiser is making is that Christ came to save the earth, not just those of us who live on it, and Christ’s resurrection is about the future of the planet, as well as the future of God’s children.  The earth, too, is God’s work of art, God’s child.  It is the womb from which we all spring, and has value in itself, independent from us.  It, too, will go to Heaven. 
I find his insights quite encouraging because an image of eternal life being that of sitting in a theater seat contemplating the Beatific Vision does not seem to be what I could enjoy for an eternity.  But to live here upon earth in perfect love and peace with everyone, without poverty, greed, sin and suffering … that appeals to the human nature God gave to me.
One of the committee members posed a good question: “How does he know that Heaven will be like that?”  I could only reply that he does not know, any more than I know what I am talking about when I preach and otherwise proclaim the Gospel.  We believe what Jesus has proclaimed and we preach what we believe.
Believing that Christ came to save the world, not just the people living in it …that the earth, too, is God’s work of art, has much to say for caring for the earth and the resources that the earth provides for our livelihood.  And the message of God’s Word to us today is consistent with this. Today Jesus makes very clear to us that how we live and what we do and do not do each day of our lives upon earth has everything to do with our resurrected lives after our death.
Saint Luke has been pushing distinctive themes with parables of Jesus these three weeks – themes of investing in the poor, the importance of prayer, forgiving sins and debts.  Today Luke has Jesus tell a story of how God will reverse the fortunes of the rich and the poor.
And the prophet Amos is at it again in the First Reading, similar to last Sunday.  He is prophesying against the complacent, those who enjoy the good life, thinking only of themselves.  Complacency is the inability to question my own situation … simply living without caring for others, or even for myself and my future.
The Rich Man in the Gospel story is not presented as someone who is mean or abusive.  He does not order Lazarus away from his gate or call the police.  He is just blind to everyone and everything outside of his personal interests.  There is a gap between his life and that of Lazarus begging at his gate; a gap that becomes a chasm after they both die.  The fortunes of the two then reverse.  
In a word, what we do or fail to do each day of our life on planet earth prepares us for eternal life.  The Bible tells us so … in today’s reading and in so many other places.  Biblical justice is fidelity to the demands of our relationship with God.  Believers are bound by virtue of their faith in God to share with others the wealth that is God’s blessings to them.
Throughout our country, Knights of Columbus are conducting their annual Tootsie Roll Drive for persons with intellectual disabilities.  Such collections always prick our consciences and sometimes cause us to squirm.  Walking past a bake sale or a Salvation Army bell ringer is much more difficult that throwing away the begging letters that arrive each day in the mail. 
 A Knight in another town told me that he was stationed alone with Tootsie Rolls at a Hy-Vee store that has three entrances.  Many approached him to donate; some apologized because they could not.  And, occasionally, he would see someone drive up and begin to turn down the nearest parking lot lane.  But upon seeing him at that door, they would proceed to another parking lane closer to another door.
The Rich Man in the Gospel is blind to the connection between serving God and caring about his neighbor.  When he dies, he is buried.  But, in a sense, he has been dead all of his life, living only for this world.
When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we say, “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven.”  Will Heaven be here on earth, as Father Rolheiser proposes?  I don’t know; nor does he.  But I believe that it is an image I am free to enjoy.  Whatever, the Bible repeatedly tells us that the way we live until we die will have much to do with our eternal life.
As long as we are still alive, as long as we can glimpse what it looks like to need the Lord, then there is still hope; then the chasm has not yet become so wide that we cannot go back.  Then Lazarus is still a brother and not simply a beggar we pass; then the very presence of God can still shine in our heart.    
