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Sermon for Pentecost 16C 2019 
Faith Alone Can Make a U-Turn and Fill In the Chasm 

 
 
 
Nearly every week, I drive through Elizabeth, New Jersey  
on Route 1 and 9 South. 
There is an intersection just past Newark airport  
where a lot of homeless people beg. 
They are usually all men. 
But a several months ago, I noticed a young woman. 
I would guess her to be in early twenties, 
perhaps even her late teens. 
While I noticed her first because she was a young woman, 
I was horrified to see that she was also very pregnant. 
Already vulnerable as a young woman on the streets, 
her condition made me all the more concerned for her. 
She was asking for alms on the north-bound side, 
while I was traveling south-bound. 
I couldn’t stop thinking about her.  
And I couldn’t stop wondering how she ended up  
on the street, pregnant, and begging. 
On my way back home a few hours later,  
I kept an eye out for her hoping I’d see her  
and maybe have a chance to give her something— 
but, now she was now begging on the southside of the highway! 
The next week, the same thing happened. 
Soon enough, I didn’t see her for a quite a few weeks. 
I was worried yet hopeful that she had delivered her child  
and had found a safe place where they could live. 
At least, I prayed that this was so. 
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But just last week, I saw her at the intersection* again.1 
It was apparent that she had delivered her child  
though I saw no baby was with her. 
 

Last week, the same direction mambo  
seems to have taken up again. 
I always seem to be on the wrong side for me to respond to her 
begging; I can’t seem to be on the same page— 
or, actually, the same side of the road 
in order to let her know that someone has noticed her. 
 

Now, I don’t tell this story to make you think  
that your pastor is such a kind and caring person. 
But since this week today’s parable was in my mind, 
I began to wonder after I passed her on the wrong side again, 
why don’t I just make a U-turn  
so that I could encounter her on her side of the road. 
Yet, the gap and chasm between us does seem  
impossible to cross—after all, I am on a schedule— 
I have an appointment to keep, 
what if I get stuck trying to make that U-turn with all the truck 
traffic on 1 & 9 and the airport . . .? 
I’ll catch up with her one of these days. 
 

And then today’s parable makes me  
question myself and this situation 
Is that young woman Lazarus? 
Am I the rich man? 
Will she one day be comforted in the bosom of Abraham 
while I am in torment? 
                                                        
1 *As I was typing out my original manuscript of this sermon, I typed “intercession” instead of “intersection.” What 
an interesting and compelling typo! Intercession—prayer for others; intersection—the nexus of where we meet 
coming from different directions.  
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Truthfully, I don’t really think that’s  
what this parable is saying, and yet . . .  
I’m seriously thinking about making that U-turn this week! 
 
Now, here’s the thing, 
if I do that, does that get me a reservation  
on Abraham’s lap next to this young woman? 
Or will I see her from afar,  
separated by a chasm neither one of us can cross? 
For that matter, what is enough to give her? 
Should I try to find out her story? 
Would it be better if I were to buy her a lunch? 
Shouldn’t it be best to bring her to a women’s shelter? 
 
Those are the kinds of questions  
that arise when we interpret parables literally,  
turning them into a story of historical fact. 
Whenever we do that, 
the questions are usually endless and unanswerable. 
Everyone, conservative and liberals alike, will “weight in” on 
what is the most appropriate, most beneficial way to respond. 
Usually contradictory; mostly unhelpful. 
 
However, neither can we treat parables  
as mere metaphor or symbolism  
that have no real-life implications for how we live. 
 
So what about today’s parable? 
What is Jesus trying to say to us? 
What is Jesus not saying to us? 
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One of the first things I believe Jesus is trying to say in this 
parable is God is concerned about the poor  
and expects us to be concerned likewise. 
This is clear throughout scripture— 
in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. 
We reveal God’s presence in our lives  
by sharing God’s concerns  
and by acting as God acts. 
That does not mean, however,  
that the poor are our ticket into heaven. 
We help the poor, feed the hungry, 
house the homeless, care for the sick,  
visit the imprisoned, and work for justice 
because that’s faith active in love— 
it’s who we were called, claimed, and baptized to be. 
In other words, when we do this, 
we are being no better than we ought to be. 
(How’s that for a rather old-fashioned saying!? 
But a saying that holds true, nevertheless. 
When we are engaged in these things, 
we are no doing what we were created to do— 
no more, no less. 
No bragging, no extra-credit given.) 
 
Because, the question isn’t what’s in it for me 
but what’s in it for others. 
What does our faith,  
our experience of Jesus  
and all that we have received in, with, and through Christ 
have to offer others through us? 
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Now, the second thing Jesus is saying in this parable is similar 
to last week’s parable of the dishonest manager—  
He offers us a portrait of how things are here on earth. 
It’s not a story of judgment that rich people deserve to go to hell 
and poor people go to heaven. 
This is not a story about our next life after death. 
But it is a story about our present lives. 
It is a portrait of how we live here and now. 
It is a reminder, once again,  
that our lives are connected and intertwined in this world. 
An early teacher of the church, St. Anthony the Great, 
preached long ago something that is still true, 
“our life and our death is with our neighbor.” 
In other words, we create that chasm here and now. 
We create all kinds of hellish situations— 
for others and for ourselves— 
when we refuse to narrow the gap or ignore the gap, 
when we choose what will ultimately reinforce  
the chasms that keep us on either side. 
 
Perhaps this is so because we refuse to really see  
the suffering around us, 
or upon seeing it, refuse to respond,  
refuse to change, refuse to share, 
choose not to go the extra mile to do whatever we are able to do. 
 
This means that ultimately Jesus is talking to us  
about a radical way of seeing. 
It is the kind of bold, courageous, and sacrificial seeing 
that, well, scares us to death— 
precisely because it asks so much of us. 
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Actually, it asks everything of us . . .  
And who among us signed up for everything? 
 
What’s amazing about this parable  
is how much it seems to take for granted. 
The story seems to presume  
that Lazarus is righteous and the rich man is not. 
The story dignifies the poor man with a name while 
the rich man has no name. 
One man feasts, while another can only look on. 
In every single way,  
Jesus reverses the hierarchies we live by. 
 

But here’s the most disturbing part of the story for me: 
even after death, the rich man fails to see Lazarus. 
Privilege just plain clings to him—even in Hades! 
Though the rich man piously calls on “father” Abraham, 
he refuses to see Lazarus as anything other than an errand boy— 
“Bring me water.” 
“Go warn my brothers.” 
No wonder Abraham tells him that  
the “chasm” is too great to cross! 
Once again, let’s be clear— 
God is not the one who builds the chasm. 
We do that all by ourselves  
which the rich man makes abundantly clear in this parable. 
 

In our country, there is a very popular religious notion  
known as “the prosperity gospel” or “prosperity theology.” 
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The preachers of this theology—like Pastor Joel Osteen— 
teach that material comfort is a sign of God’s blessing,  
and, that, while “doing our part”  
for those lying outside the gate might be nice,  
we have no spiritual responsibility  
to cross over or bridge the gap  
between those who have and those who have not.  
I name Pastor Osteen because he has so identified himself 
as a “prosperity gospel” preacher. 
Martin Luther would have called such preaching 
a “theology of glory”;  
the very opposite of the “theology of the Cross”— 
that is the faith in our crucified and risen Savior. 
We don’t rejoice and give thanks for the resurrection  
without the crucifixion. 
This is not a glorification of suffering for suffering sake. 
No, it is that we have faith that God can be found  
even in those circumstances  
where we are least likely to expect God to be— 
like the Cross, like the sick, the homeless, the hungry,  
the poor, the imprisoned, the sinner . . . 
 

Even so, the prosperity gospel creeps into all of us 
because we don’t always recognize how insidious  
this understanding or definition of “blessing” really is— 
We lose sight of how contrary it is to Jesus’ teachings. 
We forget that Jesus said . . . 
“Blessed are the poor . . . 
Blessed are the merciful . . . 
Blessed are those who mourn . . . 
Blessed are those who are persecuted . . .” 
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Theology of the Cross is generally not part of the American 
religious culture—and certainly not part of our secular culture. 
In general, Americans and American Christians do not see  
that by locking human suffering out, 
we are locking ourselves in. 
We lock ourselves into a life of superficiality, thin piety, 
Meaninglessness, and blindness or cluelessness. 
As the reading from Timothy this week puts it,  
the refusal to confront my own privilege,  
the refusal to bear the burdens of those who have less than me, 
is a refusal “to take hold of the life that really is life.” 
 
So let me now confess: 
It hurts to see that I have feasted while others have starved. 
It hurts to see that I have lived in ways  
that are indifferent to and perpetuate economic inequality. 
It hurts to know that I have averted my gaze while the suffering 
of others—here and across the globe—continues. 
It hurts to know that the vulnerable and suffering  
can’t afford to be indifferent. 
 
And yet, let me testify with joy and thanksgiving that 
this is why Jesus— 
our vulnerable, wounded Healer and Servant King— 
crosses the great chasm again and again and again, 
offering us a way forward. 
A way of self-giving. 
A way of sacrifice. 
A way of losing our lives in order to gain them. 
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So, dear friends, what else do we require? 
We have the teaching of Moses—the Ten Commandments. 
We have the teaching of the prophets— 
how we are to live by those words from God. 
We have the parables. 
We have the life, the death,  
and the resurrection of the Son of God. 
 
Like the rich man in the parable,  
we have everything we need in order to repent,  
to know and receive grace,  
and to share healing love to the world. 
 
What does this mean? 
It means we are without excuse not to see  
who is outside our gate. 
 
What will we do next? 
May God grant us grace  
so that the gates of our eyes and hearts will be opened  
and we will work together to fill in the chasms between us.  
Oh, yes, and may we all make a U-turn or two as needed! 


