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Let us pray.   Almighty, eternal God, silence within us every voice but your own. Prepare our 
hearts to receive your lively word. May your spirit open our minds to receive your inspiration. 
And having heard your word, may we be doers of the word and not hearers only, through Christ 
our Lord,  Amen. 

Our scripture for today comes from the Gospel of Luke, chapter 16, verses 19 through 31. 
Listen now for the word of the lord. 
19 “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. 20 And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with 
sores, 21 who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs 
would come and lick his sores. 22 The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be 
with Abraham.  The rich man also died and was buried. 23 In Hades, where he was being 
tormented, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. 24 He 
called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in 
water and cool my tongue, for I am in agony in these flames.’ 25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, 
remember that during your lifetime you received your good things and Lazarus in like manner 
evil things, but now he is comforted here, and you are in agony. 26 Besides all this, between you 
and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you 
cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.’ 27 He said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send 
him to my father’s house 28 for I have five brothers, that he may warn them, so that they will not 
also come into this place of torment.’ 29 Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; 
they should listen to them.’ 30 He said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone from the dead goes 
to them, they will repent.’ 31 He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, 
neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’ ” 

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

There was a rich man…These words might sound a bit familiar.  And they are.  In our scripture 
last week, which directly precedes our scripture today, Jesus begins his parable with… ‘There 
was a rich man.’ 

Right away, the stage is set, and we have a good idea what this parable is going to be about.  
Money. Wealth. It’s dangers. What to do with. What is its place in the kingdom of God? 

Last week’s parable took a while to make sense of. Upon the first read it’s rather confusing and 
we don’t really know what is going on. We had to get more context. But even then the parable’s 
meaning can feel intentionally vague. 

This week is different.  In fact, completely the opposite.  It is startling and shocking and quite 
vivid in imagery.  But it is direct. 

We know what Jesus is saying here, the message is plain. It warns about the dangers of wealth. 
For your wealth cannot save you.  Luke is the gospel of reversals.  

All throughout his gospel we see the theme of the high and mighty being brought down from 
their throne and the lowly being risen as God’s chosen.  This theme is set bluntly from the very 
beginning.  



In Luke chapter one, after the angel comes to Mary and tells her she will bear the Son of the 
Most High, she goes to Elizabeth and sings a song of praise, known as the Magnificat. 

And in this song of praise, she sings: “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and 
lifted up the lowly; 53 he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty.” 

Rather fitting for this passage. 

So here, in this story, Luke is warning us about the dangers of wealth, through this theme of 
reversals. Contrasting two completely different characters and reversing their fortunes. 

So… There was a rich man. His lifestyle reflects his riches. He wears fine purple linens – the 
color of royalty. He lives in a gated community. He has expensive feasts every day. He lives an 
extravagant life afforded by his wealth and status in society. And then there is Lazarus. Lazarus 
is right at his gate, but they are worlds away. 

Lazarus is poor. Without a home. He is hungry. So hungry he just wants the scraps of food that 
falls from the table.He is sick. His humanity is stripped from him as he has been reduced to less 
than a dog who licks his open wounds. He is just a dog begging for scraps.  

They are worlds apart.  It is a blunt description of the wide gap between the excessively rich and 
the extremely poor.  

A gap we see here today, all around us.  A gap that is only getting bigger and bigger. 

The rich man’s wealth makes him blind. Lazarus is right there at his gate, but he cannot see 
him. Or perhaps, better stated, he chooses not to see him. His love of money is so great that it 
leaves no room for the rich man to look anywhere else. 

Which one will God favor? Which one will God choose as God’s own? 

We know Luke well enough, we know Jesus well enough,  to know the answer.  

But it’s worth mentioning the rather striking clue right from the beginning. In all of Jesus’ 
parables Lazarus is the only person in his parables who is named. 

Lazarus, the lowly poor, hungry, sick, homeless beggar is named. While the rich man given all 
the privilege in the world remains nameless.  

They are worlds apart but some things in life are universal, and they both die. The rich man is 
buried, Lazarus is not.  But in their death, we seen whom God chooses.  

Lazarus, the one named, is carried up by angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man, the nameless, 
is sent to Hades to be tormented.  And in hades, the rich man looks up and sees Abraham and 
Lazarus and he calls out to Abraham to show mercy on him. 

In response Abraham tells him plainly that in his life he received good things while Lazarus 
received evil things. He did nothing with those good things except serve himself.  And some of 
the terrible things Lazarus received were at the hands of the rich man who didn’t share his good 
things.  



He is in hades not because of wealth alone, but because of what he did with the wealth he 
received. The rich man, and all of us today, live in an economic system that keeps the rich, rich, 
at the expense of the poor. But even more than that, it teaches us to keep the poor invisible.  

Their suffering is right outside our gate but we do not see. But even in his death and suffering – 
the rich man still does not get it. He still tries to use his privilege. He does not repent or ask for 
help. He demands mercy from Abraham, and he treats Lazarus like a servant.  

He does not speak to Lazarus directly even though he sees him right there. He calls out to 
Abraham to send Lazarus down to alleviate his suffering. He knows Lazarus by name but even 
in his death and suffering, cannot treat Lazarus as his equal. 

This tells us that in his life he did see Lazarus. He saw him enough to know his name but did 
not care enough to even give him the scraps from the table. He cannot see Lazarus for what he 
is – a person.  A beloved child of God.  

Even more than that, Lazarus is his brother.  

The rich man calls Abraham ‘father’ and Abraham affirms that relationship. He calls him child. 
Lazarus, by Abraham’s side, too is his child. They are brothers.  

But the rich man cannot see. There is nothing Lazarus could do to make him see. The rich man 
shows us that stepping out of one’s privilege is perhaps one of the most difficult journeys of 
transformation. Everything can change in an instant.  

If we embark on the difficult journey of stepping out of our privilege we’ll begin to see that this 
reversal of fortune might not wait for death.  With the ever-widening gap, the extreme cost of 
what it takes just to have a dignified life – we could lose it all in an instant.  

We could lose our job. We could get injured or sick and become unable to work.  The medical 
bills pilling up and up and up.  

We could go to school. Take out loans to pay for it all in the hopes of having a steady career, 
and then not find work because the market is so competitive. Left with crippling loans and 
unable to pay. 

All these and more, in what feels like an instant, our fortunes could be reversed and suddenly, 
we find ourselves at the gate. Among those to whom we were blind.  Even then would we wake 
up from our privilege and see those at the gate as our brothers? 

The parable ends bleakly. It is too late. Death is final.  

The rich man wants to help his brothers, but again, he still does not get it. He still treats Lazarus 
like a servant. Begging Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his brothers. Still the rich man cannot 
even speak to Lazarus directly.  

Abraham says no – it doesn’t matter. For the brothers have all they need to wake up and realize 
the blindness their wealth has caused. They have Moses and the Prophets – these prophets – the 
commandments – the covenant between God and the Israelites –within all these is a consistent 
and loud call to protect and serve the poor. To be generous with wealth and alleviate suffering. 
To walk in the footsteps of the Kingdom here on Earth.  The brothers need only listen.  



If they do not, if they cannot, not even a man who rises from the dead will convince them to 
open their eyes.  

They already have all they need to live faithful life. They need no sign. God will not send one.  
So, what does this mean for us?  

We, too, have all we need here and now to live a faithful life…a life striving to walk in 
teachings of the gospel.  

In this parable, we are neither Lazarus nor the rich man.  We are the brothers.  Luke talks a lot 
about money.  

In Luke’s gospel the amount of parables Jesus teaches about wealth is overwhelming. And 
recently, the lectionary cycle has not held back. It appears week after week that the scripture is 
about money. 

And this repetition has been tough.  And uncomfortable. Money is hard to talk about.  

But, actually I’ve now come to place of gratitude. When we listen to Luke each week. When 
each week we hear Jesus teach us about wealth – we’re forced to face it directly. To face it, and 
then sit in the discomfort and shock of his blunt words. 

But then, when you face it, and sit in that discomfort – that’s where radical redemption becomes 
clear. That’s when with creativity and imagination and faith we can begin to see how we can use 
wealth, money, our privilege, our goods. We can and must use the materials of this world to 
create a just and equal society.  

The radical redemption in this parable is that we are not Lazarus or the rich man. Lives lived 
and judged. We are the brothers left behind. There is hope. 

But the key here, is to realize that there will likely be no grand signs from God to tell us what to 
do. To wake us from our blindness. To point us to those who suffer at our gate.Because we 
already have all the tools we need.  

We have Moses and the prophets. We have the gospel. We even have resurrection.  What more 
do we need? 

What more do we need to realize that we cannot become numb and blind to the suffering of this 
world. Waiting for Christ to appear to point us in the right direction. 

The direction is clear. We have privilege. We have wealth. Let’s use it. Let’s move forward and 
take action – and realize that to be made in the image of God means to have the ability to co-
create God’s kingdom here on Earth. We have all the tools to do so already. We need only have 
faith. 

Thanks be to God.


