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Today we hear another parable of Jesus, the story of someone identified only as a 
“rich man,” and a poor beggar, Lazarus.  The rich man lives a life of opulence, 
wearing fine linens of purple, a color that bespeaks his high station in life.  Lazarus 
lies in the street by the front door of the rich man’s house, covered with sores, 
longing to eat even the scraps that have fallen to the floor under the rich man’s 
table. 

Inevitably, both Lazarus and the rich man die.  Lazarus is carried by angels into 
the loving arms of father Abraham, while the rich man finds himself in eternal 
torment in Hades.  He looks up to see Abraham, with Lazarus by his side, and 
pleads with Abraham to have Lazarus come and give him some water to ease his 
suffering.  Abraham replies that there is a wide chasm between them that cannot 
be crossed.  The rich man asks Abraham to send Lazarus back to warn the man’s 
five brothers about changing their ways.  But Abraham again tells him “no.” 

Unlike many of the parables, we can’t learn much about the meaning of this 
parable from where it is placed.  Nothing before or after it really helps explain why 
Jesus told it.  Of course, the simple interpretation of this story is that it is a 
condemnation of the rich.  Jesus intended to teach us the consequences of being 
too attached to our money.  The creators of the Revised Common Lectionary 
seem to be pointing us to this particular interpretation, pairing this story as they did 
with the reading from 1 Timothy.  There, we are warned that the love of money is 
the root of all kinds of evil. 

This is certainly one way to look at this parable of the rich man and Lazarus, but I 
don’t think we can stop there.  You see, we don’t really know what it is that has 
gotten this man thrown into Hades.  If we ask what the rich man has done wrong, 
the answer is really, “nothing.”  So just having money doesn’t seem to me to be 
the problem.  The issue is not in what the rich man has done, but what the rich 
man has failed to do during his life.  Jesus wants us to dig deeper. 

I think there’s a hint in what Abraham tells the rich man about the chasm between 
the poor beggar in paradise, and the rich man in Hades – the one the rich man 
cannot cross.  It describes the current reality, but it is also symbolic of the chasm 
that had existed between the two men when they were alive – one the rich man 
might have crossed, but didn’t.  And I think the rich man’s sin was partly a failure 
of generosity.  But it was mostly a failure of relationship. 
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As I reflected on this parable during the past week, particularly the rich man asking 
Abraham to send the poor beggar back to warn his brothers, a different story came 
to mind.  It was “A Christmas Carol,” by Charles Dickens.  I’m sure you all know 
that story, and you can guess why it comes to mind.  “A Christmas Carol” begins 
with Jacob Marley coming back from the dead, visiting his former business 
partner, Ebenezer Scrooge.  Marley’s ghost is there to share with Ebenezer some 
lessons that Marley wishes he’d known while he was alive.  I once thought that the 
moral of that story was crystal clear.  Love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.  
And this seems to be born out as the story ends with the church bells ringing on 
Christmas morning while the once alienated and unhappy Scrooge finds joy by 
giving his money away. 

But as I’ve reflected on “A Christmas Carol,” I have decided that I had the story all 
wrong.  Dickens did not, as I’ve always thought, write a story about a man whose 
love of money has driven all the relationships out of his life.  The story is really 
about a man whose fear of human relationships has prevented him from stepping 
over the chasm that separates him from others. 

Think about that with me.  As the story progresses, we learn from memories 
revisited with the “Spirit of Christmas Past” that Ebenezer’s father blamed him for 
his mother’s death in childbirth, and was unable to love him.  He was sent off to a 
boarding school where he had no friends, and was taunted and bullied.  Ebenezer 
has an unsuccessful relationship with his beloved Alice.  Later, Ebenezer sees 
himself as abandoned by the only one who ever really loved him, his sister who 
died at a young age.  And in his fear – in his conviction that relationships are 
always painful things, things to be avoided – he has sought refuge with the one 
thing in his life that has never either belittled or betrayed him – his money.   

So you see, I don’t think that either the story of Ebenezer or the story of the rich 
man is about the perils of being rich in money.  What I think they are about is the 
perils of not being rich in relationships.  The eternal peril lies in being unwilling or 
unable to understand that relationship is why we were made.  We were created by 
a loving God for connection.  The hard lesson in this Sunday's gospel isn’t that we 
might have to give our money away.  The hard lesson is that what we tend to do, 
in our fallen way of doing things, is to respond to poverty, sickness, age, 
vulnerability, and just plain difference by running away from those who remind us 
of the things we fear.  And when we can’t physically run away, we do what both 
the rich man and Ebenezer Scrooge did.  We create chasms between us and the 
objects of our discomfort.  And nobody can cross them. 

I would doubt that most of us have a Lazarus lying outside our front gates, with 
oozing sores.  But if we think about it together I’ll bet we could identify any number 
of “beggars at our door” – people we tend to walk by without seeing them.  Think 
about an elderly neighbor who is lonely and would welcome some conversation.  
Maybe it would be a petulant teenager who really needs a willing ear and 
affirmation of how they’re feeling, not a lecture about their behavior.  It could be a 
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new face among us, uncertain and anxious about being in an unfamiliar church, 
and longing to feel like they belong.  Or maybe, the “beggar at your door” is a face 
you’ve seen every Sunday for years, who might be in need of a kind word. 

The chasms we create between us and others come in all sizes.  They can be as 
wide as an ocean.  Sometimes they are just the width of your dining room table.  
They can be as narrow as a few feet of floor in the Common Room that we can 
cross – or not.  What this parable challenges us to do is to be alert for gaps in the 
fabric of our communities that we can bridge just by really seeing each other, and 
caring. 

One of the attributes of Jesus’ parables, that I get into virtually every time we talk 
about a parable, is that they invite us to locate ourselves in them.  With this 
parable, our first reaction is often to assume that Jesus wants us to identify with 
the rich man.  But when we come to the end of the story, I wonder whether Jesus 
doesn’t have something else in mind for us, too.  I think he wants us to put 
ourselves in the place of some people who aren’t actually in the parable. 

For we get to the part of the story where the rich man has a conversation with 
Abraham, pleading with him to send Lazarus to warn his brothers that they need to 
change their way of being in the human family so that they can escape the rich 
man’s torment in eternity.  (Abraham doesn’t even address the sad fact that after 
all he has seen and experienced, the rich man still understands Lazarus’ value 
only in terms of how he might be useful as some sort of errand-boy.)  Instead, 
Abraham gets right to the heart of the matter, saying that the rich man’s brothers 
already have everything they need in order to change. “They have Moses and the 
Prophets; let them listen to them.”  But the rich man presses on, insisting that they 
will change if someone comes back from the dead to speak to them.  But Abraham 
responds, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be 
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  (Luke 16:29-31) 

So, do the rich man’s brothers wake up and turn their lives around?  Jesus doesn’t 
tell us.  And I think he doesn’t for a reason – because they are us.  And Jesus 
wants us to answer the question: “will we change?”   Jesus wants us to answer it 
with our own lives.  You see, we have the teachings of Moses and the prophets.  
We have the words of Scripture to be a “lamp to [our] feet and a light for [our] my 
path[s]. (Psalm 119:105)  We even have a gift that the rich man’s brothers didn’t 
have.  We have the word of Christ – the one who died for us, and then came back 
from the dead to deliver us the message. 

There is a hard word in the story of Lazarus and the rich man, but it’s not about 
having money.  It isn’t even really about giving money away.  It’s about how we, 
whether rich or poor, are engaging God's mission of healing, justice, and 
reconciliation in the world.  It’s about heeding the teaching spoken through the 
centuries that we are called (before it’s too late) to bridge the gaps that separate 
not just rich from poor, but old from young, black from white from brown, Christian 



 4

from Jew from Muslim, Republican from Democrat, gay from straight, strong from 
weak, etc., etc., etc. 

There is a hard word in today’s parable, but because it is the word of our Savior, it 
is ever a word of hope.  The good news is that both the refreshment and 
sustenance for which the rich man longs, and the peace and freedom and joy that 
Lazarus enjoys as the story ends can be ours now, by the grace of God.  It is ours 
each time we step over one of the chasms we have created to protect ourselves 
from others.  It is ours when we put aside our fear, and strive to live together in 
reconciled and reconciling community. 

 


