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In 1986 the Boston Red Sox were poised and ready to win the World Series against the 
New York Mets. Mookie Wilson of the Mets stepped up to the plate and hit a dribbler 
down the right field line. It was a routine play that any professional would make 99+ 
times out of 100. As fate would have it, Billy Buckner did not make the play. As he put 
his glove down to make the easy out, the ball went right beneath his glove—right 
between his legs—giving the Mets a second chance.  
  
The Red Sox went on to lose that game and the series. Bill Buckner had had an 
excellent career. Unfortunately, everyone remembers Bill Buckner for the error he 
made. He is constantly remembered as a “loser,” even though he was actually a gifted 
athlete with a good career, except for one mistake.  
 
In today’s parable, Jesus gets us to think about this question: Who’s the true winner and 
loser in life? We look at the life of the rich man and Lazarus (who is not the Lazarus that 
Jesus raised from the dead). Today’s parable is only in Luke. Luke’s perspective is that 
God has “put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of low degree” 
(Luke 1:52, RSV). 
 
The background of this parable is a tale from Egyptian folklore about the reversal of 
fates after death. It also has connections to some of the Hebrew rabbinic stories. But 
before we take a look at some of the meanings of this Gospel, let’s take a look at what 
the purpose of this parable is not. 
 
The purpose of this parable is not to describe the furniture of heaven or the temperature 
of hell. The purpose of this parable is not to give you a Rand-McNally topographical 
map of heaven and hell. Nor is the purpose of this parable to imply that heaven is an 
oasis and hell is like a desert. The purpose of this parable is not give us a description of 
the weather conditions by implying that hell is insufferably hot and heaven is pleasantly 
balmy. Nor is the purpose to say simplistically that the rich go to hell and the poor go to 
heaven. Nor is the purpose of the parable to condemn the superrich of our society. It is 
not money that is the root of all evil; it is the love of money that is the root.  
 
This parable is about your life and mine. This parable is about our situation and our 
lives. The punch line of the parables is usually revealed in their conclusions, and the 
end of this parable focuses on the five brothers. They are us. Jesus is warning Jewish 
people and Christian people and all people of all time, including us today, not to be 
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indifferent to the poor. Because being indifferent is easy to be.  
 
Over the weeks of September, we have focused on the five Vision Priorities that form 
the basis of St. Mark’s mission and ministry.  
 
Priority 1: Communicate Effectively.  
Priority 2: Strengthen relationships. 
Priority 3: Be a community leader.  
Priority 4: Engage youth and their families.  
And, today, Priority 5: Care for the poor and marginalized.  
 
We may spend most of a day in meetings with a person and not be able to describe 
later what that person was wearing. Our spouses or friends get a different style haircut 
or a different wardrobe and we don’t notice it, or we don’t notice it for about three 
weeks. It happens!  
 
But there are other times when we don’t notice those around us, particularly because in 
our world we have become so numb to harsh realities. I know I have felt that way. I’ve 
seen men and women in a sad and sordid condition. Sometimes there is a bottle in their 
hand. Sometimes the shape of a bottle is in a paper bag nearby. Sometimes the look or 
smell of chemically altered states pervades. Whatever the conditions are, I don’t touch 
them. I’m fearful of more things than I care to name, and I don’t choose to get involved. I 
leave it to the police or social workers or shelter folks or traveling medics—anyone but 
me. My Lutheran guilt becomes active at times like that, but my concern for my safety 
becomes greater than my guilt. 
 
And sometimes the issues are just too overwhelming. We are besieged with news about 
problems that are so great, so huge, so much out of our ability to solve. We hear 
statistics, and even with a heart of gold and a compassionate attitude, we still don’t 
know what can be done for the 40 million people in this United States who are food 
insecure. Of those 40 million, 12 million are children who have little or nothing to eat. In 
our world, 2.4 billion people live on less than $2 per day. It is hard to wrap our heads 
around those issues. And so often I, and perhaps you, feel all we can do is walk away 
and maybe have some thoughts and prayers. 
 
The rich man in today’s parable walked on by. He lived in a first-century McMansion, 
and Jesus described him as rich. He was dressed in purple and fine linen. Purple cloth 
was the most expensive of that day, since the dye was scarce and therefore costly. Fine 
linen, in the Hebrew language, meant high quality Egyptian cotton used for the most 
expensive clothes. Every day this man dressed to the nines. He had to impress himself 
and the world. And he had a banquet every day. That meant his servants had to work 
every day. They could not observe the Sabbath and had to break the religious laws 
about working on the Sabbath. The rich man had it all.  
 
Jesus did not say anything bad about the rich man. Jesus didn’t say what a terrible 
sinner he was. Nor did the rich man go and kick poor Lazarus. The rich man did not call 
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Lazarus a wino or a bum or a no-good. The rich man didn’t do anything like that. After 
all, the rich man allowed Lazarus to beg at the gate and eat scraps from the rich man’s 
garbage can. The rich man was just indifferent to Lazarus. 
 
So the sin of the rich man was not a sin of commission but the sin of omission. It is what 
he didn’t do. The rich man thought it was perfectly natural and inevitable that Lazarus 
would die of starvation, while the rich man would eat sumptuously every day. In the rich 
man’s eyes that was the law of the jungle. Those were the inevitabilities of life. Some 
are born rich and some are born poor. So the rich man gave a few crumbs from his 
table, the equivalent of a big Mac and a few fries once a year.  
 
A few years ago a woman named Sara Miles walked into a church, and she was never 
the same. She talks about that day in her book Take This Bread. She writes:  
 

One early cloudy morning when I was forty-six, I walked into a church, ate 
a piece of bread, and took a sip of wine. A routine Sunday activity for tens 
of millions of Americans, except that up until that moment I’d led a 
thoroughly secular life, at best indifferent to religion, more often appalled 
by its fundamentalist crusades. This was my first communion. It changed 
everything…The mysterious sacrament turned out to be not a symbolic 
wafer at all but actual food—indeed the bread of life…I took communion, I 
passed the bread to others, and then I kept going… [1] 

 
She surely did! She kept going at that church, St. Gregory’s in San Francisco, 
distributing groceries to hungry people. On Sunday, people gathered around the altar to 
pass the bread and share the cup. During the week, Sara and her friends passed out 
food from the very same church where she’d first tasted the bread. Within a few years, 
she and the people who had received food started nearly a dozen food pantries in the 
poorest parts of their city. 
 
So how does this story from Luke apply to us and to our world today? I have discovered 
that everyone who lives their life as a disciple of Christ is unique and finds a way to 
personally reach out, see, and touch the Lazarus’ at the doorstep. It is not simply a 
matter of throwing dollars and thoughts and prayers at needy people from the walls of 
our sanctuary or home. We Christians are not to ignore the Lazarus’ in our lives. We are 
not to absent-mindedly step over the Lazarus’ at our gate. We are not to be so 
distracted by living life that we are blind to the Lazarus’ who are as close as our feet and 
our eyes. 
 
Two weeks ago, I shared how this church has been, is, and will be a community leader. 
By being a community leader, we are bringing the kingdom of God to the poor and 
marginalized. And when we do, the kingdom becomes a “kin-dom.” We are related to 
the many who are kept captive behind the bars of poverty, hunger, injustice, and the 
greed of those in power. As one writer states, “Love is contraband in Hell, ‘cause love is 
an acid that eats away bars.”  



4 

 

There is an old rabbinical saying that darkness does not end when the sun rises or 
when someone lights a candle. Instead, darkness ends when you can look into a 
person’s eyes and see the divine. When we look at another person and know that they 
are God’s creation—that’s when darkness ends. We must see others not for what 
they’ve done, nor for what they can become, but see them for their status as a child of 
God, period. That’s how we can understand this parable. 
 
All the social improvement plans, all the money that we throw at problems—none of it 
will make an ounce of difference if we persist in not understanding this fundamental 
truth: The ones we dislike, the ones we resist, the ones we argue with, the ones we may 
not kill physically but perhaps emotionally or relationally—all of them are God’s children 
and deserving of respect and life. It has to start at the top rung of this country’s ladder 
and go all the way to the bottom rung.  
 
The late and great theologian Paul Tillich said it this way: “A Christian is simply one 
beggar telling another beggar where to find food.” [2] The rich man’s failure, and 
hopefully not our failure, is that he bypassed his calling to love Lazarus. There can be 
no love without sharing.  
 

____ 
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Reflection Questions:  
 
 Who is the true winner and loser in life? 

 How does our vision become clouded to the needs around us? 

 In what ways does our sharing help? What else are we called to be and do?  

  

 
 
 
 
 


