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Gracious God, open our ears that we may hear your truth, open our 
eyes that we may see your kingdom, and open our hearts and minds that 
we might know the cries of our brothers and sisters who are hungry, and 
hurting, and sometimes even dying without the knowledge of your love for 
them. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts 
together be pleasing in your sight, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. 
Amen.


If buttercups buzz'd after the bee,

If boats were on land, churches on sea,

If ponies rode men and if grass ate the cows,

And cats should be chased into holes by the mouse,

If the mamas sold their babies

To the gypsies for half a crown;

If summer were spring and the other way round,

Then all the world would be upside down.

The  World Turned Upside Down  

English Folksong, ~ 1643

This old English folksong dates back to the 17th Century when it was 

originally written to protest the abandonment of Christmas traditions during 

the era of Oliver Cromwell.  Legend has it that it was played by the British 

Fife and Drum Corps when Lord Cornwallis surrendered to George 

Washington at Yorktown in 1781.  It seems appropriate to speak of a world 

turned upside down when we look at our lesson for today because that is 

exactly what is being described.

The parable looks at a rich man living in luxury and the beggar at his 

gate. The rich man goes about his business, exhibiting the trappings of 
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wealth and probably flaunting them as well. The beggar, named Lazarus, 

sat by the gate to the rich man’s home covered in sores that would make 

him unclean and a pariah in that society. He would be satisfied with the 

crumbs from the table of the rich man. But at least the dogs took pity upon 

him and licked his sores. 

Then the both of them die. 

Lazarus, the beggar in poverty finds himself in the afterlife with Father 

Abraham in heaven. The rich man, however, finds himself in Hades - in the 

place of torment, the place of the dead. Calling across the gulf, the chasm 

that separates them, the rich man asks Father Abraham to send Lazarus to 

dip his finger is the cool water and share that with him so that he might be 

spared some of the agony of the flames. But Abraham refuses to do so 

saying, “Child, remember that during your lifetime you received good 

things, whereas Lazarus received terrible things. Now Lazarus is being 

comforted and you are in great pain. Moreover, a great crevasse has been 

fixed between us and you. Those who wish to cross from over here to you 

cannot. Neither can anyone cross from there to us” (Luke 16:25-26, CEB).

The rich man then begs Father Abraham to send word to his brothers 

to “change their hearts and lives” like Charles Dickens sends the ghost of 

Jacob Marley to Ebenezer Scrooge with a warning to change his ways or 

suffer eternal torment. But Abraham refuses to do so, replying that Moses 

and the prophets have continuously emphasized God’s preference for the 

poor; to seek justice, love mercy, and to walk humbly with God. And if that 

continuous teaching is not enough to lead them to mend their ways, then 

sending Lazarus back from the dead to warn them won’t do the trick either.
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All of this is opposite of what we would like to think, but it isn’t 

opposite of the message that Jesus has been preaching throughout his 

ministry.

For example, Jesus, teaching not the crowds who were coming to 

see him, but teaching his disciples, speaks other truths about God’s 

kingdom that are totally foreign to our worldly way of thinking.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 

will be filled.

“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter 

all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for 

your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the 

prophets who were before you.” (Matthew 5:3-12, NRSV)

We would rather believe that the blessed ones would be those with 

riches and power, but that’s not what Jesus is telling us. Throughout the 

Gospel narrative, and honestly, throughout the entire biblical narrative, we 

have glimpses of a kingdom that is totally opposite of what we would 

expect, a kingdom where the lowly are lifted up and the proud and the 
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mighty are knocked down.  We hear this from Mary in what we know as 

The Magnificat:

His mercy is for those who fear him 

    from generation to generation. 

He has shown strength with his arm; 

    he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

    and lifted up the lowly; 

he has filled the hungry with good things, 

    and sent the rich away empty. (Luke 1:50-53, NRSV)

The humble and the poor are the ones with the greatest honor.  The 

meek and not the strong, the peacemakers and not the warriors are 

destined to inherit the earth as they live into their potential as children of 

God and the kingdom of heaven will belong to those who are persecuted 

for righteousness sake.

Is he joking?

Was Jesus off his rocker when he shared this information with the 

disciples?

Or was he preparing them, and us, for the realization that we don’t 

know it all, that we are the ones whose priorities are out of whack, that we 

are the ones who have it all wrong… and that we are too foolish to even 

realize it.

Our foolishness comes from our insistence that we must rely upon 

ourselves instead of relying upon God.
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And our foolishness and our pig-headed certainty is what gets in the 

way of us being able to fully realize the potential that we have as children of 

the living God, living out the image of God, the Imago Dei that is within 

each one of us, breathed into us from the very beginning by the God who 

created us from the dust of the earth.

When we fully surrender to God, surrendering all of our pain, all of 

our sorrow, all of our brokenness, all of our certainty, and all of our pride, 

then and only then can we begin to accept the blessings that come to us 

from God.  Then, and only then, can we begin to live into the potential that 

God has for us. Then, and only then, can we begin to see that this Kingdom 

that Jesus is telling us about is so totally different from our expectations 

that it is is truly something revolutionary, and life changing that it will turn 

our world upside down as we begin to live into its Kingdom values.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.


