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Luke 16: 19-31 

     John Stendahl, a Lutheran pastor, shares this memory: “Years ago I was visiting a young man in a facility for 

people with severe brain injuries. He was agitated and eager to walk, so I joined him as he went from room to room 

and looked in each room as if he were searching for someone. Eventually we came to a large room that was not in 

use. At the far end a couple of janitors were at work buffing the floor. I saw that no one was sitting at any of the 

tables and said to the young man, ‘There’s nobody here.’ 

     “Then, from the other side of the room, came the voice of one of the janitors, ‘What do you mean nobody here? 

We’re not nobody!’ 

     Says Stendahl, “I don’t recall the lame apology I offered, but I remember the heat rising in my cheeks. I really 

hadn’t seen those two men, although of course I’d registered that there were janitors at work. My mind was 

elsewhere. Twenty years later, I’m grateful for the shame of my experience. I’m grateful to the janitor who 

challenged me and for the voice and words that made me see. Once I was confronted with my blindness, I was 

forced to recognize that class and race and self-centered preoccupation had far greater power over me than my 

kindly liberal intellect had perceived. Called to see, I saw the gap between myself and the other side of that room.”  

Called to see…called to see.  

     “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And 

at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus – the only character in all of Jesus’ parables who is given a name – 

covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would 

come and lick his sores.” One man inside the gate of abundance; the other outside. The rich man goes by him, or 

perhaps steps over him, every day of the week, but does the rich man ever see Lazarus?  Jesus’ story talks about a 

great chasm between the two in the after life. But clearly he does not want us to miss the great chasm that existed 

between them in this life.  

     Chasms…About a week ago, there was a newspaper headline that proclaimed, “Half of U.S. income goes to top 

10%.” On Tuesday, a headline in the business section proclaimed, “Mega-rich in U.S. Get Even Richer.”  Here’s a 

tough one: guess which economic group has recovered faster from the great collapse of a few years ago?  

Interestingly, that same Tuesday paper carried a story about how bitterly the Chamber of Commerce and other 

business groups are fighting a raise in the minimum wage.  What’s wrong with these people, unable to feed and 

clothe and house their families on $8 an hour!  And two-thirds of the people who receive minimum waging are 

struggling to do just that.  “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple…” 

     Well, as tempting as it is, I really don’t want to make this sermon into a guilt-fest. I am well aware, in comparison 

to much of the world, that I am very much in the position of the rich man dressed in purple. I have never had to 

worry about my children going to bed hungry at night or getting necessary medical care. But it is hard to soft-peddle 

this text. One of my colleagues calls this parable one of the harshest readings in scripture, again especially for 

people like most of us. Jesus is pretty much in our faces. But, I wonder, does he tell this story against us…or for 

us?   

     A little context: Once again we see Jesus turning cultural assumptions upside down. What you might call “health 

and wealth theology” was very popular in Jesus’ day…it is not exactly unpopular today. If someone was well off – 

rich and happy and well-fed – it was a sign of God’s favor. And the wealthy had no problem finding passages of 

scripture to back them up. Wealth was a sign of God’s pleasure. Those who obeyed God were blessed with 

material rewards.  

     And the poor, the sick, the downtrodden? Well, they had no one to blame but themselves. Their misfortune was 

no mistake. Clearly they had in some way displeased God and were now suffering the consequences. So, those 

who were blessed with material awards – favored by God. Those who were condemned to poverty – punished by 

God. This certainly worked out nicely for the rich. It allowed them to enjoy their riches, and not worry about the poor. 

Hey, it’s God’s will. Who am I to interfere? Says Barbara Brown Taylor, “The best thing for the rich was to leave well 

enough alone. Let the poor pick themselves up and dust themselves off. Let them try harder to do what was right, 

and God might smile upon them too. Meanwhile, the chasm between rich and poor was not anyone’s fault. It was 

God’s doing and that, as they say, was that.”  And, as I said, this ‘health and wealth” theology still quite strong 



today. It drips down the walls of Congress and into any number of Congressional budget proposals. I heard one 

Congressperson actually quote scripture to justify his vote to cut funding for food stamps.   

    But today’s sharp parable would indicate that Jesus didn’t believe any of this cultural assumption – didn’t believe 

it, didn’t like it, and thought it was a misreading of scripture. Recall what Father Abraham says to the rich man when 

he asks Abraham to send Lazarus to his brothers – who must have been equally insensitive to the plight of the poor 

– to warn them. “They have Moses and the prophets. They should listen to them.”  Here, in scripture, they already 

have all they need to know what God requires of them. Deuteronomy 15:11: “Open your hand to the poor and the 

needy neighbor in your land.” Or Proverbs 14:31: “Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, but those who 

are kind to the needy honor him.”  The biblical witness truly is overwhelming: not to see the needy, to walk past the 

needy, to ignore the needy, is not to see, to walk past and ignore God. “As you did to the least of these, you did it to 

me.”   

     Now remember, this is a story with a point. It is not intended as a guided tour of the after life. It is much more a 

story about this life and what we do with our lives. And again, even though it is a challenging story, it’s purpose is 

not to plunge each of us into our own chasm of guilt. In the words of Taylor, “Jesus may have enjoyed tying knots in 

the tails of his money-loving listeners, but I would be surprised if that were all he wanted. Even when he got angry, 

he got angry for a reason, usually because he could not stand the way people loved the things they could get for 

themselves better than they loved the things God wanted to give them. They were satisfied with linen suits and 

sumptuous feasts when God wanted to give them the kingdom. They were content to live in a world with beggars, 

when God wanted to give them brothers and sisters.   

     A reflection from Mother Teresa: “If you are preoccupied with people who are talking about the poor, you 

scarcely have time to talk to the poor. Some people talk about hunger, but they don’t come to me and say, ‘Mother, 

here is some money. Buy food for these people.’ But they can give a most beautiful lecture on hunger.  

     “I had a most extraordinary experience once in Bombay. There was a big conference about hunger. I was 

supposed to go to that meeting, but I lost the way. Suddenly I came to that place, and right in front of the door to 

where hundreds of people were talking about food and hunger, I found a dying man. I took him home. He died 

there. He died of hunger. And the people inside were talking about how in 15 years we will have so much food, so 

much this, so much that, and that man died. See the difference?” I get the feeling Jesus sees the difference. 

Lazarus was right there, at the rich man’s gate, day after day. And there he died – unseen, uncared for, ignored. 

     There is an old story about a botanist who was studying the heather bell found in the highlands of Scotland. 

While looking through his microscope at this beautiful flower, he was approached by a shepherd who asked what 

he was doing. Rather than trying to explain, the botanist invited the shepherd to peer through his microscope and 

observe for himself. When the shepherd saw the beauty and wonder of the flower, he exclaimed, “My God, and I 

have been tramping on them all my life!”  Makes me wonder who I might have been tramping on, not seeing?  We 

can get so bogged down, so entangled in our little worlds, in our search for security, our desire to protect what we 

have that we never catch on…we never see. In the words of Marcel Proust. “The real voyage of discovery lies not in 

seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” 

     Jesus is talking about community – the opposite of both poverty and property.  He is talking about what happens 

to us, to our souls, when we succeed at cutting ourselves off from each other, when we learn how to live with and 

tolerate the misery of other people, when we defend our own good fortune as God’s blessing and decline to see 

how our lives are quilted together with all other lives. In the end, we are the losers, not because of what God will do 

to us, but because of what we have done to ourselves. As one old pastor said, “Beware of what you wish for. You 

just might get it. 

     Again, I get the sense that Jesus is rooting for us. He wants us to see, pleads with us to see. The time for justice 

is now, the time for caring and compassion is now, the time for building community with all God’s children is now. 

There may be no opportunity later. 

     Mother Teresa and others challenge us to consider just who is this Jesus. He is the one lying at our door hungry 

and thirsty. He is the marginalized one that we can just as easily walk by. He is the one pleading for decent food 

and health care for her child. When we look into the eyes of the one lying on the other side of our door, we may not 

find someone who looks like us, but, if we are paying attention, we may very well find someone who looks an awful 

lot like Christ. Sometimes we have to burst through a previously closed door to find new neighbors. Sometimes, 

when we open that door, we discover, much to our surprise, we are saved together.    


