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Imagine you and I are walking down by a river on a warm, sunny day. Suddenly, we see something moving in the water, and we’re horrified to realize it is a young child. We shout and wave for help and call frantically on our cell phones. The child is pulled from the water and thankfully is still alive. We comfort the child, hold him close to warm him, speak soothingly to him, calm him down. By now, a crowd has gathered from all the commotion. We get out of the way to let the paramedics and firefighters do their work. 
Suddenly, someone in the crowd shouts and points towards the water. We all look and can’t believe our eyes as we see four, no make that five more children being carried along by the current. People rush to the river to pull them out. More cell phones call 911. More emergency vehicles arrive. However, even as these children are pulled up on shore, we see more and more children are coming down the river. After awhile, we start walking upstream to see what catastrophe could have happened that so many children would be in the river and in such great danger. We think that maybe we can help; maybe we can stop the children from falling into the water. 
None of us, seeing someone in the river and after pulling them ashore would stop and ask if they wanted to be pulled from the water. None of us, seeing that it was a teenager, would loosen our grip on her and let her float away saying to ourselves, “She is really too old. She’s been in the water a long time already.” The rule of thumb in this situation is very simple; if a child is in the river, pull the child to safety! And if we saw so many children floating in a river, we would do all that we could to keep other children from being in such danger, wouldn’t we? 
 This analogy, which you may have heard before, is a great comparison for our state’s child welfare system. Some of those who work for Lutheran Services in Iowa are on the riverbank pulling the children out to safety; these are our foster care, adoption, early childhood and residential treatment caseworkers. And they are doing a good job. But, each year there are more and more children falling into the river. Other staff members try to slow the flow of children into the water and try to keep as many as they can out of the river entirely. These people include those working in our prevention programs, our agency’s administrators, program managers, policy advocates, board members as well as you. You and the nearly 500 other ELCA congregations in the state are partners with us as we serve the troubled children and families of Iowa.
 

Lutheran Services in Iowa sees it as a good investment to help the most troubled children in our state while they are still children. If they are not pulled out of the river as children, when they get older there is a higher risk they will be part of the criminal justice system which is a whole different kind of river to be in and even more difficult to get out of. In addition, by pulling a child out of the river today, LSI is working to make sure when they get older, they will be better equipped to be good parents, which may help keep their children and grandchildren out of the river as well.
In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus tells us the parable of Lazarus and the rich man. As we read the story, it is important for us to notice the rich man was not condemned to eternal torment because he was rich.  Instead, his sin had to do with the way he lived his life, the way he treated others, especially the way he treated Lazarus. 
While the man no doubt walked by Lazarus several times every day, it seems he never saw him. His was the sin of indifference. The needs of Lazarus would have been obvious to anyone who passed by, if anyone would be floating down a river towards destruction, it would be Lazarus. But the rich man was so tied up in his own little world; he ignored Lazarus and his many needs. 
Did you notice how the man also treated Lazarus in the next life? He pleads with Abraham to send Lazarus to dip his finger in some water to cool his tongue and to warn his brothers, but the rich man doesn't have the decency to speak to Lazarus directly. Instead, he asks Abraham to make him do his bidding. In the next life, the rich man treated Lazarus the same way he did in this life. 
 Sadly, too many of the troubled children and families in our state as well as the children and families in trouble are treated like Lazarus was treated by the rich man. We walk by them each and every day, but for the most part, unless we have a personal contact with a child or family who is in need of our services, we do not see them. There are children and families falling into the river of despair, pain and hopelessness, and it appears no one even sees them floating by. 
This is where LSI comes in. Lutheran Services in Iowa not only sees those who are floating in the river, but seeks to pull them out, including those who are not Lutheran. And once pulled from the river, the goal is to help these children and families, not only to be on healthy, solid ground as a family, but help them to no longer be a burden to one another or to the state, help them to be a blessing to one another. 
You may wonder what LSI specifically does on your behalf to help pull and keep children out of the river. It all starts with the shared mission of responding to the love of Jesus Christ through acts of service to all. This is the base of all that LSI does. The services that are carried out by the compassionate and highly-qualified staff cover a wide range of issues, people and ages. The best way to talk about these services is not to bog you down with the technical aspects of how they change lives, but to tell you what they do. With Christ’s love as the driving force LSI’s programs prevent child abuse and neglect, keep struggling families together, build futures for our youth, support independence for people with disabilities and nurture the health of senior adults. 

You have heard some of the things LSI does, but who are some of the children who have been pulled from the river? I think of Mikela who had many behavioral problems when she came to LSI’s Beloit Residential Treatment Center in Ames. 
Most of her problems were because her family was not very stable; she received little or no support from her parents. As soon as she came to Beloit, staff members also began to work with her family. You see, if you help a child, but do not work with their family, when they go back home the problems will no doubt come again. While working with a staff member, Mikela’s mother said, “I have a child I didn’t know existed.” Mikela did very well in the program, although at times her treatment was not easy. But thankfully, she and her family are getting along better than they could have ever imagined before Mikela was with LSI. 
   In a time when there are more and more troubled children and families needing help, in a time when there are severe budget constraints because of state cutbacks, you need to know that LSI is holding strong to its values: respect, stewardship, advocacy and excellence. These values, along with the agency’s enthusiasm, energy, commitment and creativity serve us well as we seek to do all that we can not only to pull children and troubled families out of the river, but as we also seek to stop the number of those who are falling into it. 
   Again, thank you for your partnership and I invite you to continue to join with LSI as the agency strives to live out their Mission Statement that reads, “Lutheran Services in Iowa responds to the love of Jesus Christ through acts of service to all.” For by working together, we will be showing our Lord, not only do we see the neediest people in our state, we are committed to doing all we can to help them have a measure of health, hope and healing. Amen. 

