Sermon, 19 June 2011 
Subject: Lazarus, Luke 16,19-31

Dear Parishioners

The story that we heard about Lazarus makes us feel uncomfortable. It might even make us feel frightened. How can we understand this message, given the background of the Good News that Jesus was otherwise teaching? Does this story mean that the good deeds that we do in this world have an influence on how we will be treated after death? Does this mean that there is something like a hell for some people, in particular rich people?

Pondering these questions we realise that the story is full of tensions, but this is exactly what makes it so exciting in many ways. Jesus was a wonderful storyteller and by telling this story He certainly had the full attention of everyone who was listening. Jesus outlines the situation briefly. There is a rich man, but he remains unnamed. Possibly people would have known who was meant by it, as we today know who are the richest people in the world, or possibly Jesus just talks about rich people in general, giving an example. The rich man has every advantage in life, he gives dinner parties for his friends, lives in a beautiful house and has so much to eat that there are usually lots of leftovers and we also know that he owns dogs, possibly to protect his property. Despite his wealth he is not willing to share even some of the leftovers with Lazarus who is full of sores and begging outside his house.

I think how we understand this story depends on whom we identify ourselves with. It is very easy to think what a cruel man this rich man was, and to believe that we would have given the leftovers to Lazarus. We might even think that we are not really rich, and that there are others who are much wealthier than us and they are the ones referred to in this story.

But there is a very interesting book called “If the World were a Village” in which the idea is developed that if the world consisted of 100 people, what would it look like?

Only seven out of the hundred would have access to the internet. Only one would have gone to college. One would be infected with HIV, and 33 would not have access to a safe water supply.  

So if we really think about it, compared to the majority of the population, all of us are very rich. And that is why this story can be quite uncomfortable for us all. We all know that very often we have to pass by homeless people sitting on the street asking us for some change, and subconsciously we are aware of that this could be Lazarus and we could be the rich man in the story. But we also know that in reality we cannot always share and we do not always want to share. Also we all know that there are people dying of hunger every day, but still we do not give all of our goods away.  And sometimes we might have a guilty conscious because of this, but most of the time we do not allow ourselves to think about it, as it might make us feel very uncomfortable. 

But do we have to expect to go to hell for not helping everyone who needs our help? That is at least what this story wants to tell the listener. We can imagine the terrible pain that the rich man must have suffered, as he would have been so grateful for just a little drop of cooling water, if only for his tongue. But in this situation it is very interesting that Lazarus is now not able to help him, as he correctly points out that he did not get any help when he desperately needed it, so why should he be there for the rich man now?

And here the story comes to a turning point – all of a sudden the reader or listener has the opportunity of identifying himself with the rich man. I am feeling for the rich man now, because it is not easy to be punished, especially as he was not expecting it. And even when he prays to Father Abraham – another very unexpected detail of this story – he is being refused any mercy and not even his brothers can be warned of what is going to happen to them, if they continue with their lifestyles. So in many ways this story does not just want to judge the rich man’s behaviour, but also wants to show us that we all might have both sides in us. Sometimes in life we are on the winner’s side and other times we are on the loser’s side. Sometimes we are hurt, and on other occasions we hurt others. This is the cycle of life and we cannot avoid being on one side or the other.

So this story is not only a moral story, which judges the wrong behaviour of the rich man, and therefore of us all. But it is also a story that wants to warn us to always think of the bigger picture. Because if we look at the whole of eternity, that we as Christians are hoping for after death, many things that seem so important in our every day lives, become very tiny and insignificant. So Lazarus is a warning for us all to focus on the really important things in life.

Amen

