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Text: Luke 16:19-31 

Title: A Great Chasm   

 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be 

acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.  Amen  

 

Monday was the funeral for Queen Elizabeth II and the Archbishop of 

Canterbury gave the sermon.  In his opening words he said this:  The 

pattern for many leaders is to be exalted in life and forgotten after 

death.  The pattern for all who serve God – famous or obscure – 

respected or ignored – is that death is the door to glory.   
 

His words offer a wonderful summary of our lessons for today. 
 

Luke (more than any other gospel writer) makes wealth and poverty 

central to the teachings of Jesus when he speaks to those in authority.  

He uses every literary device available to put the subject before them.  

In Luke 1 it is included in the Song of Mary who proclaims that the 

powerful will be brought down and the lowly will be lifted up.  In 

Luke 6 Jesus tells us in the Beatitudes that in the kingdom of God the 

poor will be blessed but woe to the rich who have abused the poor.  In 

Luke 12 Jesus tells the Parable of the Rich Fool and follows it with a 

plea for leaders not to store their treasures for personal gain but to be 

rich towards God.  We cannot serve both God and our wealth.   
 

Luke also understands that talking about the rich and the poor can get 

complicated.  Everyone worries about money (those who have it and 

those who do not).  Society could not be sustained without the 

resources of the rich.  Luke acknowledges that those who have 

resources must also have a generous spirit so they can share what they 

have with others.    
 

But our prosperity can cast a shadow over our lives if we do not have 

a generous spirit.  And that sets in motion the special concern God has 

for the poor.  Nowhere is that conviction more evident than in the 

Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus.   

 

With an economy of words Jesus masterfully fills his parable with 

minute details that make his point clear.  The rich man and Lazarus 

are distanced from each other first by a gate and then by a great 

chasm.  The rich man (who is never referred to by name) is dressed in 

purple and fine linen, feasts on rich foods, and lives an excessive life.  

When he dies he is given a proper burial.   
 

In contrast there is no mention of the clothes Lazarus is wearing.  

Instead we hear that he is covered with sores, longs to have his hunger 

satisfied, and has no permanent place to call home.  There is no burial 

for Lazarus but he is carried by angels to the bosom of Abraham.   
 

All those details are important as we now get to the heart of the story 

when the rich man (now in Hades) engages Abraham in conversation.  

Lazarus is present but never speaks.  He does not need to speak 

because Abraham has just become his advocate.   
 

The rich man is miserable and no longer in control (but the latter has 

not sunk in yet).  He will now try to use his influence and power to 

broker a deal with Abraham.  He clearly is not humbled by his new 

circumstances.  He assumes that Abraham will allow Lazarus to 

descend to Hades to take care of him. But Abraham says No!  In his 

lifetime the rich man made his choices and now will live with the 

consequences.  He never opened the gate for Lazarus.  Now the great 

chasm is closed forever.   
 

The rich man knows not to pursue that path anymore so then he grows 

concerned for his brothers who are still alive.  He makes a second 

request.  He wants Abraham to bring Lazarus back to life and find his 

brothers and bear witness to his plight so they will not follow in his 

footsteps.  But Abraham says No!  Lazarus is not going anywhere.  

The brothers already have the witness of Moses and the prophets and 

that should suffice.  Once more the rich man persists and once more  

Abraham says No! 
 

We do not want to be (nor do we have to be) the rich man in the story 

and we are not Lazarus.  But we can be one of the brothers (or sisters) 

who are still alive and well.  We still have the gift of time before (in 

the words of the parable) the great chasm is fixed in place – 

Do we see the poor and do we know their names?   

Do we provide for those who long to satisfy their hunger?   



Redeemer is certainly a benevolent church and generous with her 

resources.  We support so many organizations that help the poor and 

still we look for new opportunities to serve.  I am grateful for that out-

pouring of love.   
 

What I find different about this parable is the challenge to make this 

personal.  Over the years I have struggled with my own response 

when I see the woman in Falls Church wrapped in blankets and sound 

asleep in a folding chair.  All of her possessions fit in a shopping cart 

that sits next to her.  And there is the family who sits outside Giant in 

McLean.  And there is the man on Washington Boulevard who waits 

to see if anyone will look him in the eye as we sit in our cars at the 

traffic light. 
 

Caring for the poor is not easy but it also does not need to be over-

whelming.  When we start to see poverty the way the Bible does then 

we start to see it as a way to be the hands and feet of Christ.  How we 

express our concern will differ from one person to another and neither 

reflects nor establishes our holiness before God.  Jesus Christ took 

care of that for us through his death and resurrection.  We simply 

need to serve in a way that is faithful.   
 

Last year we put together the bags for the homeless and we also put 

some more bags of food together during Vacation Bible School.  But 

along with their physical needs what we hear in the parable is that 

people want and need to be acknowledged.  They want us to make eye 

contact and see them.   
 

We have to wonder what the world would look like (and what our 

relationships would look like) (and what our understanding of and 

response to poverty would look like) if we saw people as children of 

God rather than the conditions that surround them (if we took the 

courage to look them in the eye and asked them their name and 

offered our name in return).  A homeless person on the street might 

spend their whole day being ignored so a smile and a simple greeting 

can go a long way towards improving their day.   
 

In our parable it was Lazarus who had a name and it was the rich man 

who ignored him until he had need of him.  In the words of the 

Archbishop of Canterbury the rich man was exalted in life but not in 

death.   

For all those who serve God (whether famous or obscure) (respected 

or ignored) we can take the rest of the time that we have been given 

on this earth to care for the poor and those in need.   
 

Abraham did not have the power to close the gap between the rich 

man and Lazarus – the gap that the rich man created while alive.  In 

death it became too late.  This parable pushes us to see and hear the 

suffering of the poor and to narrow the enormous gulf that exists 

between people and communities.  We are called to see the poor and 

the sick as people with names, to name the injustices and illnesses 

they deal with, and to reach out while we are still living.  The words 

of Christ should suffice.  Amen 


