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Text: Luke 16:19-31 

Theme: Lazarus 

 

You justify yourselves in the eyes of others … 

But God knows your hearts – Luke 16:15 
 

Jesus spoke those words between the parable from last week and the 

one we just heard.  Luke does not ease up on us.  He is continually 

reminding us of Jesus’ concern for the poor … as we will now see.   
 

In the Gospel lesson his name is Lazarus.  Every day he lies outside 

the gate of a rich man.  His body is covered with sores and he 

longingly waits for any morsel of food to fall his way.  Eventually he 

dies and the angels come for him.  They take him to be with Abraham 

where he is immediately comforted and fed at the heavenly banquet. 
 

In our Gospel lesson he has no name.  We know him as the rich man 

who wore expensive clothes.  He lives in a gated community and a 

safe distance from all the beggars and thieves.  In lieu of paying taxes 

he is expected to feed these poor people but as they say … out of sight 

/ out of mind.  Every day a poor man sits outside his gates but he 

never notices him or the sores on his body.  He does not hear his cries 

for food.  He does not even notice that one morning he is no longer 

there.   
 

For our purposes today his name is John.  We all have people named 

John in our communities – certainly in downtown DC but also in 

Falls Church and in Arlington and even in McLean.  They lie down at 

night in the midst of wealth, in the shadow of power, beneath the 

weight of hunger.   
 

They live mostly in our cities, as did this one particular John who was 

homeless for over 40 years.  For about half of that time he hung 

around a church that was located in the center of downtown 

Manhattan.  He had a long beard that was matted and dirty.  His 

clothes fit awkwardly and were hand-me-downs twice over.  He 

carried a backpack that contained spiral notebooks, a couple of pens 

and pencils, and a hand-cranked radio. 
 

John was bright and resourceful.  He read the New York Times every 

day which he extracted from a nearby recycling bin.  But he was 

surrounded by people who were markedly different than he was … 

high powered people who worked in offices that had an expansive 

view of the city.  These people got their news from newspapers they 

subscribed to and made their living managing the assets of others. 
 

Our John represents the poor man in the parable but as we learned last 

week, we are to be very careful on how we present the details of the 

gospel.  It is not my intent to pit one class of people over against 

another.  Nor is it my intent to attach blame or to offer excuses that 

make us more or less responsible for how we deal with a systemic 

problem.  But when we hear the other lessons for today we get some 

additional help.  In those lessons we are charged as the church to take 

hold of eternal life and to run with it.  We are to place the resurrection 

of our Lord at the center of all that we do and deal with the whole 

body of Christ with the same love and compassion that God has for all 

people. 
 

What does that mean?  It means we, as the body of Christ, do not 

have people who sit at one table and others sit at our feet.  It means 

we, as the body of Christ, are not made up of some who are valued 

and others who are not.  As the church we value everyone as an 

honored member.  We set one table for all people.  And our mission 

(the charge that we have been given) is to live as a resurrected people 

who are all fed and nourished by the same bit of bread and the same 

cup of wine.   
 

And with that as our charge we can offer space to people like John.  

John (that I introduced to you a few minutes ago) had no place to 

sleep one night so the pastor offered him space in the church.  

Imagine a church being that open and comfortable with that kind of 

arrangement.  And in the morning the first person who arrived at the 

church discovered John peacefully asleep.  Sometime in the night he 

died and (like Lazarus) the angels came for him.   
 

The community gathered to celebrate his life.  Church members came 

because everyone knew John.  But to their surprise John had a family 

who also attended his funeral and so did many of the people from the 

local businesses in the area.  Eulogies were given in his honor and the 

members of the church were shocked to learn that before he left 



home, John was skilled in his profession and well regarded by his 

colleagues.  His excessive drinking drove a wedge between him and 

his family but his former wife and children and grandchildren came to 

thank the church for accepting John, making him feel at home in their 

church, helping him along the way, and offering him an abundance of 

love and affection.   
 

Other people talked about how John lined up chairs for the AA 

meetings held in the church and how he set up tables for the different 

feeding programs.  But the story that was repeated the most centered 

on the 2003 power outage.  The lights went out in New York City 

(just two years after 9-11) and the people who worked in those tall 

buildings worried that they were in the middle of another terrorist 

attack.  It was John who came through for them.  He simply stood in 

the middle of the street, pulled out that hand-cranked radio and let 

everyone hear the good news that it was only a blackout. 
 

It was clear by the end of the service that everyone had just heard 

about the resurrected Christ in the form of a poor man named John.   
 

Back to our Gospel for today: The rich man also died and was taken 

to Hades where he was tormented.  He looked up and from a distance 

he could see Abraham and (lo and behold) there was that man who 

used to sit outside his gate.  He cried out for mercy but Abraham told 

him it was too late.  He cried out for Lazarus to be given permission 

to return to the rich man’s brothers so that they could be saved but 

Abraham told him that they had Moses and the prophets (and that was 

sufficient). 
 

Our lesson for today is not about dividing ourselves into those who 

are rich and those who are poor.  But it does tell us something about 

how we are to distribute the wealth that we have been given.  As the 

church we cannot ignore the plight of those around us.  We cannot sit 

in church and not notice that there are those outside our walls who are 

covered in sores and who cry out to be fed.  Out of sight / out of mind 

does not work for us. 
 

Several things go through my mind as I study this text.  As in the case 

of John, every person we encounter has a story and a history that 

sometimes remains hidden from us.  People who seem unremarkable 

to us will often be amazingly incredible people.  When I encounter 

these saints I think of them as hidden gems.   
 

In Matthew 25 Jesus teaches in another parable that when the Son of 

Man comes in all his glory (and all the angels with him) the people 

will be separated one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep 

from the goats.  And those who encounter God will be those who saw 

the one who was hungry and gave them food, saw that one who was 

thirsty and gave them something to drink, saw a stranger and 

welcomed them, saw someone naked and clothed them, saw someone 

who was sick and took care of them, and saw someone in prison and 

visited with them.   
 

For the poor in our midst, let us learn their names and their history 

and their stories.  Let us see them and pray with them.  Let God test 

our hearts and give us the opportunity to be an open church that 

accepts people named John and make them feel a part of our faith 

community … well fed and nourished with the same bit of bread and 

the same cup of wine.   
 

It is Christ himself who lays at the gate or who stands at our doorstep.  

And when we see that person in front of us he/she may not look like 

us but he/she may very well look like our God.  Amen  
 

 


