
Luke 16:19-31

Once upon a time, there was a rich man who ate and dressed very well. He

lived in an opulent mansion surrounded by a large, secure wall. At the gate

to the outside, there was a poor, diseased man named Lazarus. Lazarus was

starving, and begged the rich man for food — not the food from the man’s

table, but only the food from the floor ... the dog scraps. Weeks went by. The

rich man kept ignoring Lazarus, and Lazarus kept getting sicker and weaker

and hungrier. Eventually, both men died. Fast-forward to the afterlife:

Lazarus is in heaven, and the rich man is in Hell. So we have a rich man who

doesn’t care about the poor and goes to Hell, and the poor man who is

forced to beg goes to Heaven. The end.

Well, perhaps, not so fast. Parables in general, and this one in particular,

can’t be summed up with a paragraph or two of quick and dirty exegesis  that

reduces the narrative to a simplistic binary between rich and poor. “The rich

go to hell, and the poor go to heaven.” This narrative is far richer, more

complex, and more engaging than reducing it to the tired old binary of

morally bankrupt rich people against the innocent poor. So what is going on

here? How are we to make sense of this story? Where is the Good News?

This parable is found only in Luke. It underscores a theme expressed earlier

in his Gospel. God has "put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted

those of low degree." The story is a three-act play. The first act portrays the

earthly contrast between the wealthy man and Lazarus. The second act

describes the reversal of their conditions in the afterlife. The third act depicts

the rich man's request to Father Abraham for a sign so that those still living

can avoid his torment, a request that Abraham refuses.
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It’s helpful to remember that a parable is a unique genre of literature, set

apart from fables, anecdotes, or allegories. That’s not to say that a fable can’t

convey a moral message, or an anecdote can’t illustrate a larger point, or an

allegory can’t reveal hidden religious or political meaning. Parables can do

all of those things — but they can also do none of those things. More than

simple literary devices, parables are meant to offer us glimpses into the

Kingdom of God; snapshots of how God does things in God’s realm, as

opposed to how we do things in our world. The difference between the two

is often surprising, and even jarring at times!

With its vivid journey to the afterlife, and its exaggerated imagery of contrast,

this parable fits the form of an apocalypse. An apocalypse serves as a

wake-up call, pulling back a curtain to open our eyes to something we

urgently need to see before it is too late.

On first hearing, this parable may appear to suggest that the rich man’s sin

lay in the fact that he ignored Lazarus, even when he was in grave and dire

need. And there is something to that. The background of this parable is a tale

from Egyptian folklore about the reversal of fates after death. It also has

connections to rabbinic stories. In Greek the name Lazaros has the same

root as the name Eliezer who, the book of Genesis  tells us, was a servant

of Abraham. Some rabbinic tales feature Eliezer or Lazaros, walking in

disguise on the earth and reporting back to Abraham on how his children are

observing the Torah's prescriptions regarding the treatment of the widow, the

orphan, and the poor. It’s interesting that in our parable, Lazarus or perhaps

Eliezer, the poor beggar, returns to Abraham's bosom ...
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Using parables, Jesus was teaching his disciples about money when

some Pharisees overheard the conversation. He had just finished telling the

parable of the rich fool who was going to build a bigger barn to store his

wealth but died during the night. They began mocking his other worldly

teaching on the matter because they loved money. Money has always been

and will always be a way of life for people who try to assert their value to

others through their wealth, like many of today’s billionaires.  

Jesus continued to teach and the Pharisees continued to listen.

So, Jesus told a story about a rich man who had everything he could ever

want in life. He lived a life full of luxury and even had a gated community all

to himself. But, there was a problem. The rich man always dressing himself

in the finest of clothes, would routinely ignore Lazarus just outside his gate.

Lazarus suffered from the misfortune of being clothed in open sores brought

on by a hard life. He was so pitiful that even dogs would come and lick his

open wounds.

The rich man knew who Lazarus was but he had no need for him. Lazarus

could not bring the rich man any sort of wealth or value for this life. To the

rich man, Lazarus was not even worth giving leftover scraps from the dinner

table. As Jesus continued to unfold this story, it was becoming obvious that

Jesus was comparing the Pharisees and their love for money to the rich man.

First-century hearers of this parable would not have assumed that the rich

man was evil and that the poor man was righteous. On the contrary, wealth

in the ancient world was often viewed as a sign of divine favour, while poverty

was viewed as evidence of sin. The rich man's sin was not that he was rich,
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but that, during his earthly life, he did not "see" Lazarus, despite his daily

presence at the entrance to his home. The first time he ever “sees” Lazarus

is in Hades whenever he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus

by his side. 

What came next in the story must have changed the Pharisees outward

sneers and jeers to flat out internal outrage. Both the rich man and Lazarus

die. The rich man finds himself in Hades while Lazarus finds himself by

Abraham’s side. It’s only when the rich man had lost everything and Lazarus

had gained everything that Lazarus had any value to the man who found

himself now in Hades.

But still, the rich man didn’t value Lazarus. He valued what Lazarus could do

for him and his family ... Let Lazarus give me something cold to drink while

I sit here in anguish. Let Lazarus warn my family. Even Hades had not

changed the rich man’s heart. The rich man, now a man with nothing, was

still focussed on what he could gain. The rich man did not apologize. He did

not beg God for mercy. He did not turn from his ways. The man’s heart was

truly a reflection of the uncrossable chasm between heaven and hell.

During his life the rich man did not even see the poor man who was at his

gate every day. Most translations give the impression that Lazarus was

simply sitting at the manor gate. But the Greek literally says that he was cast,

tossed or thrown there, although it is not clear by whom - perhaps the rich

man’s servants. 

Now, in the afterlife, he finally sees Lazarus -- but it’s too late. The chasm
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between the rich man and poor Lazarus is permanent, with no way to cross

over the chasm. The exaggerated apocalyptic contrasts are many: the lavish

meals of the rich man’s table in life, contrasted with his unquenchable thirst

after death; the deathly poverty of Lazarus, contrasted with his rest in the

bosom of Abraham. These contrasts underscore the parable's function as

urgent warning.

Poor Lazarus lacks an identity, even though he has a name.  We often put

people in categories and make assumptions as a result. But each person is

not simply a member of a category. Each person has a name and is a unique

gift of God made in the image of God. Lazarus, to the rich man, is invisible

until the rich man, now deceased and himself in need, has need for Lazarus.

Suddenly Lazarus - beloved Child of God - is no longer invisible. 

“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.” The

rich man not only recognizes Lazarus in the afterlife, he calls him by name!

The problem here is not simply that the rich man ignored Lazarus or treated

him as though he were invisible. The deeper problem is that, even in the

afterlife, the rich man denied Lazarus’s personhood; he denied that Lazarus

had an equal share in God’s economy and even in the afterlife, the rich man

reduces Lazarus to a place of servitude. As far as the rich man was

concerned, the eschatological implications of the situation made no

difference. Lazarus would always be less important, less valuable than he

was. Lazarus would always be a servant.

Think about Lazarus’s personhood, and all of the ways in which the rich man
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could not — or would not — see it. Even though the rich man knew who

Lazarus was, he didn't KNOW Lazarus. The parable is very much about

relationship. 

On a mission trip to an orphanage in Jamaica, a church group presented the

director with a $1,000 cheque from someone in the U.S. The director sent the

cheque back, thanking him but stating very clearly that it was important for

their donors to know who it is they're wanting to support and if ever the man

wished to come to the orphanage, they would be more than happy to

welcome him and show him what ministry they do. The donor did come for

a few days and when he left, he left a cheque for $10,000 ... because now

he had a relationship with the orphanage and he continued to support  it. And

doesn’t every person want a relationship, want to be acknowledged, want to

be seen as a person, a child of God?

So this rich man, not only knows the name of Lazarus: he wants to be waited

on. But Abraham informs him that the situation is now reversed: the one who

had good things now doesn’t, and the one who suffered in his lifetime is now

comforted. The time to change that is long gone. The rich man reacts by

wanting to ensure that his relatives don't end up the way he has. He begs

Abraham, "Send Lazarus to warn my siblings so they won't end up the way

I have." Abraham reminds the rich man that those siblings have already

received sufficient warning because they have access to Moses and the

prophets.

If your siblings do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be

convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” Apocalypses often have a
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exhortative function. With their exaggerated imagery apocalypses offer a

wake-up call, a warning, like the dream sequences of Ebenezer Scrooge in

Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol,” which was based on this parable. If

this parable is an apocalypse, then Luke is situating the audience not so

much in the role of either Lazarus or the rich man, but in the role of the five

siblings who are still alive. The five siblings who are still alive have time to

open their eyes. They have time to see the poor people at their gates, before

the chasm becomes permanent. “Send Lazarus to them, that he might warn

them," cries the rich man on behalf of his brothers and sisters, "so that they

do not come to this place of torment." 

The terrifyingly vivid apocalyptic journey to Hades awakens a sense of

urgency on the part of Dickens’ Marley who came back from the dead to

warn his colleague, Ebenezer Scrooge, to repent from his selfish, miserly

ways, before it is too late. Scrooge was then given an opportunity to see life

through the eyes of the "other side" of the economic divide - and it changed

him for good.

We are those five siblings of the rich man. We who are still alive have been

warned about our urgent situation. We too have Moses and the prophets; we

have the scriptures; we have the manna lessons of God’s economy, about

God's care for the poor and hungry. We even have someone who has risen

from the dead. Jesus is our Jacob Marley. The question is: Will we -- the five

siblings of the rich man –  see? Will we heed the warning, before it is too

late?

The bottom line is that Moses and the prophets are still speaking; they’re still
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warning us of the dangers of seeing others as less than who God created

them to be. Are we listening? Are we looking for the imago Dei — the image

of God — that dwells within each and every one of us?

The American author and playwright Tennessee Williams said it best: “The

world is violent and mercurial. It will have its way with you. We are saved only

by love — love for each other and the love that we pour into the art we feel

compelled to share: being a parent, being a writer, being a painter, being a

friend. We live in a perpetually burning building, and what we must save from

it, all the time, is love.”

As God’s beloved children, the story of Lazarus and the rich man reminds us

that every decision we make in response to God’s grace-full “YES” to us is

about stewardship. We are entrusted with the right use of the amazing

abundance God provides. There is more than enough for all of us, but only

if we are faithful in our use of resources, attentive to our neighbours’ needs,

and keep our focus on the provider of all good things. In living this way, we

experience real life, and in this life the blessings pour forth so that we have

enough and plenty to share. All are invited to the table, to Christ’s table,

where all are fed and where no one is turned away. 

Listen up, people of God. You are not invisible to your creator, and neither

are your neighbours. We will not find our identity within the malls and halls

of consumer culture or by shame, guilt, or duty. Instead, our identity comes

through love, by seeing one another as we really are – broken, beautiful, and

created in God’s image – and affirming the wealth that comes through that

alone.
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In community we can affirm one another, find common ground, assure one

another that there is enough, when we trust, share, and care, and learn to

hold tightly as the good things of God come into our possession, and flow

forth in a river of goodness that sustains this weary world. We do have true

wealth, you and I. We have Jesus. We are loved. And we have the beloved

community in which to learn, worship, grow, and serve with glad and

generous hearts. This is the good news in the story of Lazarus and the rich

man. But like our neighbour, we have to see it to experience it. 

Amen.
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GLC PRAYERS for Lent 3B, MARCH 23, 2025 

 
Creator of all, we come to You in this time of prayer with thankful hearts, 
because: 
Through Your unconditional love, we have received strength and hope. 
Through Your tender mercy, we have learned compassion and forgiveness. 
Through the gift of Your son Jesus Christ, and his pure love, we have received 
eternal comfort and peace.   
 
O God our Father, we thank you for the gift of new life You gave us in the 
waters of our Baptism. For some of us, that was many years ago, and many 
of us have taken that gift of new life for granted, as if we deserved all Your 
blessings. Help us today, O God, to remember that we are Your baptised, 
gifted people, chosen by You to carry out Christ’s mission on earth.  Move us 
to give thanks to You daily, that by the power of Your Holy Spirit, we will be 
able to die to sin, to be forgiven, and to rise again every day, to new life. Keep 
us in the joy of this daily resurrection.   
 
Dear God, we pray for those who are facing imminent death, and for those 
are mourning the death of a loved one. Comfort them in the knowledge that 
Jesus was victorious over death, and that everyone who dies in Christ may 
have eternal life with him. Keep us from fearing death, and move us to trust 
in Jesus’ Resurrection; and in times of doubt, grant us Your Holy Spirit and 
refresh our faith.   
 
Dear God, we pray for hospices and for people who work with the dying. Keep 
those workers and helpers strong and faithful, and give them love and 
patience to do their difficult work with sympathy and sensitivity. 
 
Dear God, we pray for those people who work with alcoholics and drug 
addicts. Use them to make a difference in those people’s lives. And bless all 
A.A. groups and all the other “Anonymous” groups, especially those who meet 
in this church, as they help each other to find new life and new joy.    
 
Dear God, we pray for refugees and displaced people and those who have 
lost their former way of life.  May they be granted a new beginning, among 
new people who are welcoming and generous.   
 
Dear God, bring peace on earth. Turn the hearts of war-mongers, and hinder 
the efforts of those who love to kill and spill blood and take for themselves 
what belongs to others and to You.  We pray that peace may flow like a mighty 
river through the valleys of war all around the world. We pray especially for 
the people of Ukraine, of Sudan, of central Africa and Haiti, and the land of 
Israel and Gaza.  Dear God, free those who are prisoners of racism and in 
bondage to inherited hatred, and open new pathways to resolve conflicts. 
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Help us and all people to see new opportunities for community well-being. 
 
Dear God, we pray for our congregation as we face the challenges of the 
future and look for Your will for us. Help us to run the risk of losing material 
things which we hold as precious, so that we are more able to reach out with 
the spiritual goods that come from the Gospel and the Biblical values of faith, 
hope, and love. Help us to be wise in deciding what we should discard and 
what we should pursue. And help us trust in You for a new vision, that we may 
be builders of a new blessing and a life-giving stream that will flow out to our 
surrounding community.  
 
Dear God, we pray for a spiritual renewal of all Christian churches: that You 
would help us overcome our fear with faith, and turn our pessimism into hope, 
our anxiety into love, and our selfishness into service. Bless, daily, our growth 
as disciples, and like Mary, Martha’s sister, make us humble enough to place 
ourselves at the feet of Jesus, so we learn and understand the gifts that he 
alone offers. 
 
Dear God, we pray for the Church of Jesus Christ around the world, that, by 
the power of Your Holy Spirit, it may be honest and true, glad and engaging, 
and active in doing your will. Let Your holy Church be always faithful, and 
ready to promote the cause of peace and live out compassion and love. We 
pray for our church leaders: our national Bishop Susan Johnson and our 
Synod Bishop Kathy Martin, and all the Canadian Lutheran bishops. Bless, 
we pray, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land. Bless 
Living Faith Lutheran in Sechelt, and their Interim pastor, Rev. Richard 
Hergesheimer. Bless Rev. Jim Whaley, interim pastor of Lord of Life Mission 
in Sandspit, and our sister congregation, San Juan Camino d'Esperanza and 
their Pastor Ana Maria Jara.    
 
Dear God, we pray for our families, friends, and neighbours who are 
experiencing great difficulties, especially for those who live alone. We name 
before you individuals and families experiencing personal hardship, especially 
those who are sick in hospital or ill at home. We lift up in prayer those people 
who need your help, especially Ian and Jean McKain, Pr. Kristin Steele, Mark 
Wickson, Christopher, George, and others we name now, aloud, or silently in 
our hearts …    
 
O God, we ask all this through your son, Jesus Christ, as we repeat the prayer 
he taught us to pray …  
 
Our Father …   
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