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Money meant nothing to them.  Until the world told them that it meant everything. 

 In a thriving village deep in the Amazon rain forest, a ten-day hike from any 

form of civilization as we know it, Chumpi Washikiat and his people are engaged in 

a bold, brave, risky, and unprecedented venture.  They are learning how to use 

money. 

 So begins Lynne Twist’s book The Soul of Money.  She goes on to describe how 

Chumpi and his indigenous group, the Achuar, had somehow survived for thousands of 

years without the very thing that runs the world – money.  For all those thousands of years 

of their existence: 

. . . generations of Achuar people grew up, worked to raise families, built homes, 

and maintained communities, all without money.  These indigenous people were and 

are highly attuned to the most significant influences in their life – the forces of 

nature and their relationships with one another and the forest – but they had no 

relationship with money.  Reciprocity was the social currency.  It was understood 
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that everyone shared with everyone else and everyone took care of everyone else.  If 

Tantu’s daughter married Natem’s son, then their friends and neighbors came 

together to build them a house.  When a hunter killed a wild boar, the whole village 

feasted.  Life’s ups and downs were determined mostly by forces of nature.  Any 

battles were fought over matters of honor.  Money had nothing to do with any of it.1 

 Until it had everything to do with all of it. . .. 

It started with the missionaries. . .. They arrived in the 1970s and brought with them 

the modern world.  In their minds the Achuar people were behind the times.  They came to 

teach them how to live as people in the 20th century.  Inevitably that would involve money. 

The next two decades brought the outside world into their community because their 

land was rich with resources – hardwoods in the rainforest and oil in the ground below.  

They had what the world wanted and what would make rich those who harvested these 

resources. 

Soon, the Achuar realized they needed to learn how to protect themselves and their 

land, so they sent one of their strong young warriors to get an education - to learn English 

and to learn the language of money. 

This second language wasn’t difficult for him to learn once he was in the United 

States.  After all, writes Twist, all he had to do was inhale. 

Everywhere he went, the language and meaning of money filled the air, from 

billboards, advertisements, and commercials, to price cards on the muffins at the 

1 Lynne Twist, The Soul of Money, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2017), 3-4. 
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local bakery. . . He began to see how it is in in America: that virtually everything in 

our lives and every choice we make – the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the 

houses we live in, the schools we attend, the work we do, the futures we dream, 

whether we marry or not, or have children or not, even matters of love – everything 

is influenced by this thing called money. . . . Money is not an option.  It is a 

requirement.2 

 

 We have no one to blame but ourselves for this life requirement.  After all, money 

was not a part of the creation story “And on the 8th day God created the coin and paper 

bill.” No.  We did this to ourselves.  “Money is an invention, a distinctly human invention. 

. .. a total fabrication of our genius. We made it up.”3 

 Our intentions were good, of course, as we needed a way to expand our abilities to 

barter and trade with one another, to live together in the world.  But money soon became 

our obsession and greed became our monster.  Today people lie, steal, cheat, and even kill 

in order to gain money.  Wars are started over money.  The natural world around us is 

choking to death, burning up or drowning in floods, because we love money more than 

creation.  We love money so much that we justify our actions and ignore the cost that 

innocents pay for our greed.  We exploit the poor of other nations to get cheap labor that 

will provide us throw-away clothing, cheap plastic gimmicky toys, and phones that we will 

replace in a couple of years.  Children living in poverty dream of making it to the NBA or 

2 Ibid, 5-6. 
3 Ibid, 8. 
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the NFL until they realize they won’t, and their next best get-rich option is selling drugs.  

CEOs make millions or billions while their employees try to survive on barely more than 

minimum wage.  I could go on, but I think you get the picture. 

Mark Kinney says it best: “Money is like an iron ring we put through our nose.  It is 

now leading us around wherever it wants.  We just forget that we are the ones who 

designed it.”4 

 If only we could be more like church member Phillip Herndon who says, “Money 

don’t mean nothing to me. It’s just paper.”  How right he is.  And how wrong. 

 Money.  Money.  Money.  Can’t live with it.  Can’t live without it. 

 Paul writes that money is the root of all evil.  Oh wait. No.  That’s not right. That is 

what we think Paul writes to Timothy in our passage for today.  But take a closer look.  

What he actually writes is that the love of money is the root of all evil. 

 Money itself is not the problem, per se, rather our love of money above all other 

things. When money takes the place of God as our guiding force, our sovereign Lord, then 

we are headed in some wrong directions.  As Paul writes to Timothy, “those who want to 

be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that 

plunge into ruin and destruction. . . in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away 

from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.”  After all, as Jesus says in his 

Sermon on the Mount, "No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and 

love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve 

4 Ibid, 3. 
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both God and money” (Matthew 6:24). We can only have one “ultimate concern” as the 

theologian Paul Tillich argues, and it cannot be God if all our decisions are made at the 

throne of money. 

 When money becomes our god, we lose our way, we lose our minds, we lose our 

lives, and we lose our ability to see ourselves as creatures among creatures, as a part of the 

community of love God intends for us.  When wealth is our greatest longing and consumes 

our every thought day and night, we lose sight of what it means to be a child of God and a 

disciple of Jesus. 

 Writes one commentator: 

The insatiable appetite for wealth narrows a person’s field of vision; when one gazes 

fixedly at wealth, one cannot look around at . . . the people whose need for bare 

sustenance far surpasses our desire for newer, better, more intense satisfactions. . . .  

All the while, around the world people starve in order unwillingly to fund 

gamblers’; investors’, dealers’; bankers’; gangsters’; and ordinary middle-class 

civilians’ intoxicated dream of becoming the one lucky person whose wealth 

surpasses counting.5 

 Which brings us to Jesus’ story of the rich and Lazarus.  

 Jesus sets the scene.  It is the all-too familiar story of the haves and have nots.  The 

rich man (notice he is not given a name) is that “one lucky person whose wealth surpasses 

counting.”  His estate is on one side of the gate and there he lives in all his abundance and 

5 Ibid. 
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comfort and luxury.  He is of all people to be envied.  He feasts on the richest food every 

day and drinks the finest wine.  Nothing he desires is outside of his grasp.  He has 

everything he has ever dreamed of and more. 

 On the other side of the gate is Lazarus (the only character in Jesus’ parables who is 

given a name).  Lazarus is a poor beggar.  He is covered with sores. He would have been 

happy with the scraps from the rich man’s table.  He suffers alone and everything he 

desires is outside of his grasp. The gap between the two could not have been greater. 

 I cannot help but think of what Tim and I witnessed in Cape Town, South Africa 

this summer.  As we drove along the coastal road, we stared at the lavish houses set into 

the mountainside.  They stretched deep and wide with multiple balconies overlooking the 

ocean and poolside decks with fully stocked bars, comfy lounge chairs, and paid staff at 

every party.  At the end of the coastal road, however, the scene of exorbitant wealth 

changed to one of dire poverty.  On the southern tip of Cape Town we visited the informal 

housing community of Imizamo Yethu.  In this place, many of the “houses” were two-

three rooms, 200 square foot total, side-by-side, propped together with wood and 

corrugated metal, each housing 8-10 people.  The bathrooms were a 10-15-minute walk 

outside of town.  Trash lined the streets.  The children ran around barefooted and dirty. 44 

acres housed 33,600 people.  That’s 825 people per acre.  And there is not a high-rise in 

sight.  The contrast between the seaside mansions and these shacks was intense.  Tim and I 

had to wonder if the wealthy just a few miles north along the coast even knew of the 

existence of this community. . . or if they cared. 
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 The United States is not much better.  Just this week another report from the U.S. 

Census Bureau came out documenting that “the gap between the richest and the poorest 

U.S. households is now the largest it's been in the past 50 years.”6  This is not a big 

surprise. We know it. We have seen it. 

 The gap exists.  It exists here and now, and it existed in Jesus’ day and it has existed 

in every age in between.  In this parable Jesus confronts the gap head on.  This is a parable 

about life and about death, about the haves and the have-nots.  Some will argue that it is an 

indictment against wealth, and maybe it is.  Certainly, it is a call for us to examine our 

relationship with money.  It is a reminder of the way that money and wealth can become 

our idol, our god, to the point that we turn inward and forget completely about the needs of 

others as we obsess about our own wants and desires. 

 In a sermon in Montreat, NC in August 1965, Martin Luther King, Jr. preached a 

sermon on this passage.  In it, he recognizes that it is not money that is the root of all evil, 

but the love of money.  In this passage, the rich man loved money so much that it became 

his obsession and blinded him to the needs of his brother at his gate.  The rich man died 

and ended up in eternal torment, with a chasm of his own making dividing him from 

Lazarus and eternal salvation.  As King says: 

[The rich man] went to hell not because he was rich, but because he passed by 

Lazarus every day and never really saw him.  [He] went to hell because he allowed 

Lazarus to become invisible . . .because he failed to use his wealth to bridge the gulf 

6 https://www.npr.org/2019/09/26/764654623/u-s-income-inequality-worsens-widening-to-a-new-
gap?utm_medium=social&utm_term=nprnews&utm_campaign=npr&utm_source=facebook.com&fbclid=IwAR30kkkD5pcaX
ap4wBnQ0zojEYlltX3McuWMycCFG5PK_p0mGlNhDMkVjYA 
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that separated him from his brother.  In fact, he didn’t even realize that Lazarus was 

his brother.7 

 

Even after his death, as he suffers in agony, the rich man begs to Father Abraham, 

“Send Lazarus to dip his finger in water and cool my tongue.”  And don’t you see it? Even 

there, in hell, he sees Lazarus as his servant, one who exists to make his life better, not his 

brother, not his equal.  Therein lies the tragedy.  Therein lies the chasm. 

 Friends, there are chasms around us as well.  Everywhere we go we are given 

reasons to separate ourselves from others and to elevate ourselves above others, to think of 

ourselves as better, or smarter, or richer, or more accomplished, or more . . . well . . . 

whatever.  But Jesus reminds us that we are all God’s children, created by God in love, 

equally in need of God’s grace and mercy.  We are a family of faith, called to care for one 

another, to love our neighbor as we love ourselves.   

 In the same sermon in Montreat, King argues that this passage stands as a challenge 

to the church, that we ought to see one another as siblings in Christ, equally loved and 

cared for by God.  We are to be as concerned as Christ is about those in need around us.  

And [he writes] we must do it because in the final analysis we are all to live 

together, rich and poor, lettered and unlettered, tutored and untutored.  Somehow we 

are tied in a single garment of destiny, caught in an inescapable network of 

mutuality. . . .And for some reason, I can never be what I ought to be until you are 

7 As quoted in the sermon "Blindness and a Vision of Community," the Rev. Dr. Chris Tuttle, Day 1, 2013. 
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what you ought to be , and you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I 

ought to be.  This is the way God made the world . . .we must all learn to live 

together as [family] or we will all perish as fools.”8 

 God calls us to the kind of kinship community with one another that opens gates, 

crumbles walls, and bridges chasms.  Jesus knows that the love of money separates us 

from God and one another, moving us into isolated camps of fear and distrust.  And so 

Jesus teaches us to love God and to love one another.  In doing so, we build a community 

where all are cared for equally, where no one is left behind, where the margins are erased, 

and where all know the healing and transformative power of love.   

 The gates, walls, and chasms are all around us, and the love of money creates more 

of them.  But the love of God changes all of that and ultimately changes all of us.  So, 

friends, what gates will you open this week?  What walls will you bring down?  What 

chasms will you cross?  What siblings will you see?  What children of God will you love? 

 

In the name of the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.  Amen. 

 

 
Because sermons are meant to be preached and are therefore prepared with the emphasis on verbal presentation 

(i.e., are written for the ear), the written accounts occasionally deviate from proper and generally accepted 

principles of grammar and punctuation. Most often, these deviations are not mistakes per se, but are indicative of 

an attempt to aid the listener in the delivery of the sermon. 
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