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SURPRISING INVESTMENT 
JEREMIAH 32:1-3A, 6-15 

LUKE 16:19-31 
 

 A few years ago I heard a “Fresh Air” interview that Terri Gross had with 
her guest, Jesmyn Ward.  Ms. Ward grew up in a small rural community in 
Mississippi.  Her life has been fraught with many challenges.  She is one of four 
siblings—three sisters and a brother.  A constant refrain that the girls in her 
family heard from their mother was, “Don't get pregnant!”  Then, at the age of 
twelve, one of her sisters did become pregnant.  And yet the silver lining in that 
dark cloud of a child raising a child was that Jesmyn's mother ended up raising 
her grandson.  Now she cannot imagine life without him.  The hardships 
continued, however.  Jesmyn's younger brother was killed at the age of nineteen 
by a drunk driver, the year Jesmyn graduated from college. 
 Soon after that tragedy, she and her family became victims of Hurricane 
Katrina.  When the family home in Delisle, Mississippi, began flooding rapidly, the 
Wards tried to seek shelter in a local church.  But their car only got them as far 
as a field filled with tractors.  When the white owners checked on their 
possessions, they refused to let the stranded family into their home.  Finally, the 
tired and traumatized refugees were invited into the home of another white 
family. 
 Early on, Jesmyn Ward knew that she wanted to be a writer.  She 
received her MFA in creative writing from the University of Michigan in 2005.  
After three years of searching for a publisher for her first novel, Jesmyn was 
deeply discouraged and decided to give up writing.  Just before enrolling in a 
nursing program, Agate Publishing agreed to bring out:  Where The Line 
Bleeds—based on the journey of twin brothers following their graduation from 
high school.   
 When the novel was issued, a spate of positive reviews and literary 
awards followed.  In 2013, The Bloomsbury Press issued: The Men We Reaped:  
A Memoir, an exploration of the lives of her brother and four other young black 
men who lost their lives in Delisle.  More prizes and recognition were accorded 
her.  She is the only woman to have won the national book award twice for 
fiction.  In 2017, Jesmyn Ward won a Macarthur “Genius” Grant. 
 Early on Ms. Ward developed a love-hate relationship with her hometown. 
She was bullied by black classmates at public school and by white students 
when she attended a private school, paid for by her mother's employer.  She was 
the first member of her family to attend college.   
 “What made the difference?” Terri gross asked this novelist, now 42 years 
old, about what separated herself from her siblings.  Jesmyn Ward said that she 
was the only one who was able to attend private school.  It was there that she 



was given every advantage in preparing for college.  Jesmyn's mother, in fact, 
had two sayings:  “Don't get pregnant!” And “You're going to college!”  Her 
brother and sisters never received the kind of attention she did.  Teachers at 
Jesmyn's private school did all in their power to see to it that she was college 
bound.   The gift of tuition was really a “surprising investment”--in effect making a 
novelist out of a young girl who seemed destined to lead a miserable, 
hardscrabble life (“Cattle Haul,” A Public Space 5). 
 Our lesson from Jeremiah is also about a surprising investment.  Chapter 
32 focuses on a desperate time in Israel's history, 588 B.C.E.  Up to this time, the 
Prophet Jeremiah has been the fore-teller of doom and gloom.  All that he has 
predicted has come to pass, as armies have gone up against Israel.  Now as our 
lesson opens, Babylon is encircling Jerusalem.  The Israelites are trapped within 
the city walls, unable to get out to tend their property.   
 At this difficult moment, Jeremiah surprisingly turns away from looking at 
the dark side and offers what has been called "The Book of Comfort."  The text 
tells us the prophet receives a message from god to buy a field at Anathoth.  
Then right after that revelation, Hanamel, the cousin of Jeremiah, comes to him 
and asks if he would like to buy his field at Anathoth.  Because of his cousin's 
request, Jeremiah knows his word from God is authentic. 
 And so the chapter details for us the purchase of this property and how 
Jeremiah counts out for his cousin the purchase price of seventeen shekels of 
silver.  It's been said that Jeremiah makes a show of the sale:  he weighs the 
silver on scales, has witnesses sign the deed of purchase, he seals the 
document, and he gives it together with an open copy to his secretary, Baruch.  
Invoking the name of god, Jeremiah gives these instructions to Baruch:  "Take 
these deeds, both this sealed deed of purchase and this open deed, and put 
them in an earthenware jar, in order that they may last for a long time." 
 Now the question has been asked, why would Jeremiah do this?  One 
commentator has answered the question this way: 
When it appears that there is no hope for tomorrow, Jeremiah makes a hope-
filled, trust- filled statement about God's intentions for Israel and its story, which 
will, against all appearances, go on.  It's not just optimism or even a misplaced 
confidence in governments, his own kind, or Egypt's armies, to pull things out of 
the fire at the last moment (Kate Huey, Sermon Seeds, "Surprising Investment," 
UCC.Org). 

By these actions, Jeremiah wanted to be sure that there would be a record 
of this sale, but most of all, "He wanted to make sure his descendants would see 
in the good times the hand of God fulfilling ancient promises, and would, in the 
bad times, hold fast to those same promises of abiding, faithful love and 
compassion by a generous but demanding God" (Huey).  Jeremiah wanted those 
who would follow him to see that future life would go on, even when the present 
looked bleak.  So given that dismal time, Jeremiah's purchase was certainly a 
surprising investment. 
 In the midst of difficult change, Jeremiah wanted to give his people 
something to hold onto.   And yet we know that in our transitory world, nothing is 
forever, is permanent.  I was in Oklahoma City on the morning the Murrah 



Building was bombed.  I was in New York City three weeks after 9-11.  As I saw 
the smoke rise over the Murrah Building and the steam still escaping from the 
wreckage of the twin towers, I could only think that life would never be as it was.  
And that has been true, of course.  You and I and our world have been forever 
altered by those catastrophes.  But the point to be made, the same point 
Jeremiah chose to make, is that life does not end:  "…Life has persisted, sprung 
up, flourished in many ways, even as we grieve our loss and struggle to rebuild 
on the dust of the destruction" (Huey).  In writing about this chapter of Israel's 
conflict with Babylonia, Walter Bruggemann says this:  "The world does not 
culminate on Babylonian terms, because God has post-Babylonian intentions for 
Judah.  Life begins again, out of chaos!" (Exile and Homecoming). 

With respect to Jeremiah's land purchase, in a very real sense the prophet 
was sinking his money into something far more valuable than real estate.  The 
great power of the story lies in the fact that Jeremiah was investing in the people 
of Israel's future.  And that word sets the stage for our lesson from Luke, as well 
as any number of scenes from contemporary life.   
 The core of our gospel lesson this morning is all about the folks who are 
presumed to be little people.  Lazarus, a poor man lying at the gate of a rich man, 
and an impoverished black girl in Mississippi clearly appear to be people who 
don't matter much.   
 Last Sunday we took up the opening story in Luke 16, "The Parable of the 
Dishonest Manager."  Jesus addresses the disciples in that story in which he 
speaks about a shrewd steward and about possessions generally.  In today's 
gospel lesson, the audience shifts to the Pharisees and the tale of "the rich man 
and Lazarus."  In this passage, they are portrayed as money lovers who ridicule 
Jesus' position on money.  Jesus separated money from Mammon, but for the 
Pharisees the two were intertwined.  The love of money for the Pharisees came 
out of their theology.  They were among the earliest adherents of what we call 
"Prosperity Theology" today:  if you lead a righteous life, god will bless you with 
material goods. 
 Like the story of The Dishonest Manager, The Tale of The Rich Man and 
Lazarus has often been called a parable.  But there is a crucial difference:  in this 
story, unlike the other parables of Jesus, names are mentioned.  In fact, the title 
frequently given to this parable is "Dives and Lazarus," since "Dives" is the 
vulgate translation for "Rich Man" (Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation:  Luke). 
 So we have this wonderful story of role reversals.  One scholar pictures 
well for us the contrasting lives led by the two men: 
For the rich man, his life is a daily banquet at a bounteous table, his abundance 
spilling over onto his person, draped as he is in the robes of royalty over fine 
Egyptian undergarments.  Nothing about him even hints of need.  The poor man, 
clothed in running sores, squats (lies) among the dogs, gaunt, hollow-eyed, and 
famished, his face turned toward the rich man's house in the museum stare of 
the dying.  Both die, but only the rich man has a burial.  (Fred Craddock). 

But it is in death when Lazarus changes places with the rich man.  
Lazarus is carried by the angels up to Father Abraham, while the rich man lies in 
torment in Hades.  Now the rich man is the one who is begging, and he cries out 



in his self-centered way to Abraham.  The cotton patch version of the parable 
reads this way:  “'Oh, Father Abraham, send me my water boy.  Water boy!  
Quick!  I'm just about to perish down here.  I need a drink of water.'  A pastor has 
noted the “old rich guy had always hollered for his water boy:  'Boy, bring me 
water!  Boy, bring me that!  Get away, boy!  Come here, boy!'” (Barbara Brown 
Taylor, Bread of Angels).     
 But Father Abraham tells the rich man that there is a reason why Lazarus 
is comforted and the rich man is in agony; it is because of their lives on earth.  So 
failing that, the rich man asks Abraham if his five brothers can be warned about 
the dire consequences of unrepentant lives.  But again Abraham begs off and 
says, "If they do not listen to Moses and The Prophets, neither will they be 
convinced even if someone rises from the dead." 
 The Parable of The Rich Man and Lazarus is a prime example of what 
happens in the gospel of Luke:  "…things get turned upside down, made right, 
fortunes get reversed, the lowly lifted up, the mighty brought down, the hungry 
will be filled and those who are full will be hungry…" (Huey).  In short, justice is 
served!  Barbara Brown Taylor adds this word:  “The best thing about the story is 
that it is not over yet.  For the rich man, yes, but not for us, because we are the 
five brothers” (Bread of Angels). 
 In both of today's parables, it is worth remembering that Jeremiah and 
Father Abraham do not do the conventional thing, the expected thing.  Instead 
they make bold and courageous choices:  Buying a piece of land when all hope 
seems lost and ushering into Heaven the one who seems like a lost soul.  In 
each case, these surprising investments are blessed investments.  So it is with 
our God.  
 Let us rejoice!   
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