A Sermon for Sunday 28t September Parish Eucharist

St Peter and Paul, Pickering
Readings: Amos 6.1a,4-7, Psalm 146, 1 Timothy 6.6-19, Luke 16.19-31

Lord, may | speakthe words you want me to speak, may we hear the
words that you want us to hear.

[Thanks to the parish, to Gareth and Mary. For kindness and
welcome and prayers]

The story of the rich and poor man has proved a great subjectfor a
painting. It’s fascinating to see all the different interpretations: from
every period with every style of dress and food, all the extra
participants, who is looking at who, and how the interactions
between them all are shown.

One thing that all good pictures have though, is a focal point,
something that your eye keeps returning to even as it wanders
around the picture. Clever artists use the sweep of clothing to draw
you back to a small detail, the curve of the landscape to lead to the
main component of the image.

And that’s what | want to talk about today, focus.

Focus is what your life keeps returning to: it’s your first thought in
the morning and your last thought at night - it’s where you tend
devote your time, your money, your energy, your thoughts and your
hearts.

And the thing about focus is, that if you are looking at one thing, you
can’tlook at something else. Think about looking through
binoculars or a telescope, where, as one thing becomes crisp
another thing becomes blurry, and then as you turn the knob again,
what was once out of focus becomes clear, and what was once
sharp now disappears into a mist.
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What are you looking at?

The rich man in the story is focussing on the luxuries of clothing and
banquets. And it’s not that food and clothing are intrinsically bad,
indeed the reading from the letter to Timothy that we heard
acknowledges that we all need them.

It’s just that they stand for all the things, and there are many, that
can distract us from a life lived for God. We may be distracted by
fine food or fancy clothes, but we can also focus on our houses, our
cars, fancy technology, or activities like travel, hobbies, the list goes
on. And we can also be distracted by our worries or our anger, and
then find our mind keeps returning to them too.

And if we focus on these distractions then they will fill our time, and
take our energy-when really, we should be, as we say each Sunday
“loving the Lord with all our hearts and minds”.

Refocus!
So, I’m going to suggest that we all need to keep refocussing.

Repentance - that first turning around to come to Christ (because
turning around is what repentance means) is one thing: but the
continual adjustments, the refocussings are for all of us and for the
rest of our lives.

The Christians in Timothy’s church are urged to keep refocussing on
the “blessed and only sovereign, the Kind of kings, Lord of lords ....
Dwelling in unapproachable light”.

And so, it is with us, we need to redirect our gaze to Jesus and
concentrate on what sort of lives we want to live, rather than on
things that don’t matter, or don’t shape us to be like him.

There is even a hymn (not in our hymn book) with a chorus that
goes:

Turn your eyes upon Jesus
Look full, in his wonderful face
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And the things of earth will grow strangely dim
In the light of his glory and grace.

But how?
There are lots of ways we can redirect our focus back to Jesus.

Coming to church each Sunday can be a weekly reminder to
redirect our focus.

During the week, many people have found daily prayer helpful.
Others like to have a “holy” picture or object in their homes to
remind them where they want to direct their gaze. Some people like
to wear or keep a cross about their person.

Other people find going away for a few days on retreat provides a
longer time to refocus.

But is it difficult. And it’s OK to say that its difficult, our dedication
wavers, our eyes keep wandering off. Butwe don’t need to be hard
on ourselves, just gently, when we notice we have drifted, bring
ourselves back again and again.

Now what can you see?

The curious thing is, when we start to look for Jesus, we will find him
in the eyes of Lazarus.

The rich man in the story hardly notices Lazarus until his fine
clothes and food, his status and power are taken away. And even
then, he gets it wrong, assuming that both Lazarus, and to some
extent Father Abraham, exist to do his bidding and warn just the rich
man’s family.

But from the start, Jesus has been on the side of those who have
little or nothing. Itis striking that of all the parablesin all the
gospels, this is the only one where any character has a name.

Lazarus stands for all the people around us who are sad, or in pain,
or in need. When we notice them, we are noticing Jesus who told us

Page 3|4



that “whatever we do for his brothers and sisters we are doing for

»

him.
Sometimes, we are Lazarus, overwhelmed by pain from his sores,
anxiety about his next meal. And then we need to know, not just
that Jesus is with us, but that the focus of our brothers and sisters is

clear: praying for us when we cannot pray for ourselves. Intime, in
turn, things will change.

And that’s one other way we will improve our focus and thatis to
live the life that Jesus wants us to. As the Collect has it,

grant that your people may be fervent~

in the fellowship of the gospel

that, always abiding in you,

they may be found steadfast in faith and active in
service;”

or, as the letter to Timothy tells us “Do good, be rich in good works,
be generous , be ready to share” and that then we will be living the
“life that really is life”, not dulling our senses by focussing on a mist.

We should focus on Jesus, not because we are afraid of what might
happen when we die if we don’t (because the parable isn’t about
that) but because Jesus is the one who shows us how to truly live.

He shows us how to be the wonderful, loving person God created us
to be, and that the best things in life aren’t actually things.

Have you ever seen painting restoration take place, perhaps on
television? As old and dirty varnish is cleaned away, new and bright
images appear in the picture. | think it’s a bit like that when we turn
our lives towards God, everything about our life becomes brighter,
more in focus, and we see the things that distracted us, or dulled
our senses, as dirty varnish that got in the way.

May the power of the Spirit, renew our faith in God and our focus on
Jesus, this week and always, Amen.
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