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Well, we've all heard jokes about various people coming to the "pearly gates".  There used to 
be stories about the Irishmen, Pat and Mike, meeting St. Peter at heaven's gate. Well, guess 
what?  There were stories about the heavenly hereafter at the time of Jesus. And it seems 
maybe Jesus borrowed one of them, here. He tells this story about a rich man and a beggar 
meeting Abraham in the afterlife. But, really this little story is a story about a great chasm. 
 
The chasm we might miss in reading this little story is the chasm that's there at the very 
beginning. We know what chasm that is, don't we? It's the huge chasm between the rich man 
and Lazarus that the rich man won't cross. I mean it's described very vividly. I don't know how 
we can miss it! “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple (only the very rich had the 
money to buy clothes that had been dyed purple) and fine linen, and who feasted sumptuously 
every day.” “And at his gate (we aren't talking about someone in India, or Africa, or even in the 
Bronx, here!) ...at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered (not with purple cloth and 
fine linen but) with sores who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man's 
table...” But, the dogs got those scraps, see, and they'd then come and lick Lazarus' sores. 
 
So, are you seeing the chasm here? I mean, it's huge! And the rich man won't cross it. You see, 
it's not that he can't cross it, Lazarus is right at the gate to his house! So, of course, the question 
is why. Why won't he cross that chasm between him and Lazarus? You might say, “well, the 
poor always seem to be 'invisible' as it were to the rich. But, that hardly seems to be the case 
here. I mean, here's this man with open sores all over him right there at the gate. The rich man, 
like many of Jesus hearers, probably considered Lazarus a low-life, unclean, cursed in some 
way, and because of that certainly outside the purview of God's good grace and blessings. So, 
the rich man won't walk down to the gate, won't reach a hand across that great chasm to 
Lazarus. 
 
Well, there's a chasm, still. There's a huge chasm between the rich and the poor. Here's 
something to do. If you have computer internet access, go to globalrichlist.com.  
It's this website that has a calculator on the first page where you enter in your annual salary. 
Then when you hit return, it tells you where you rank with your income, in the whole world's 
population. It's startling! I'm in the top 1%, actually the top 0.98% of the world's population. 
So, I when I say there's still a huge chasm between the rich and the poor, I think it's safe to say 
there's a huge chasm between us, you and me, and the poor. A huge chasm. 
 
You know all the things that pop into your head. “They made their own bed, now they have to 
lie in it.” “They're just lazy.” “They're working the system.” “Why don't they get a job?” “Why 
don't they look for a better job?” Without ever getting to know some individual person with a 
name and coming to understand what's gone on, and what's going on in their life, we think and 
say things like that. I think it's for some other unspoken reason; we don't want to cross that 
chasm either. See, I think what this parable really gets at is that the real chasm is something 
inside us and of our own making. 
 
See, because no matter where we rank in terms of riches, that's just money and time. And we all 
have money and time that we can part with. We know that. But, listen to the rest of Jesus' little 
story. See, Jesus isn't really saying anything about heaven or hell or an afterlife. That's not what 
this is about, is it? It's not even about how things will be reversed, or any of that. He's talking 
about this chasm between the rich and the poor and why it is, so often, that it doesn't get 
crossed in that relationship. By bringing it into the context of heaven and hell, Jesus is saying 
this chasm is a much bigger deal than you think! This chasm is a spiritual chasm, of our own 
making, and it has Godly dimensions. 



 
Look, even the “heaven” and “hell” depicted in the story are of the  character's own making! 
The rich man has lived his whole life trusting in a god who gives out special “blessings” or 
“curses” according to what he and Lazarus deserve. ...only what they deserve. Lazarus, on the 
other hand, who has lived his life as one forever “unclean” and “undeserving” has learned to 
and does depend only on mercy far beyond what he “deserves.” You see, here's what the 
picture of the two in heaven and hell reveals. Each one lives with the god he has chosen. The 
rich man is in torment because he believes in a god who gives only what he deserves, a score-
keeper god. That's still the god he believes in even in Hades, you see? Because, even there, he 
still doesn't want to cross the chasm to Lazarus! He wants “Father Abraham” to send Lazarus to 
him as his servant!  
 
When he asks Abraham for “mercy” in this way, he's not asking for the mercy of God for his 
soul. He doesn't believe in mercy. He's still asking for the better lot in life (or in death) that he 
thinks he deserves! Lazarus, instead, lives in the bosom of Abraham because as one forever 
unclean, forever a sinner, he has chosen to believe in the God of the cross, the God of mercy. 
The rich man won't cross the chasm to Lazarus, and Lazarus can't cross the chasm to the rich 
man, because the rich man doesn't believe in mercy.  
 
How can a God of mercy “come” to, be experienced by, one who doesn't believe in mercy. 
Whatever they have in life it will always be seen as what they deserve. Says Father Abraham, 
in regard to the rich man's brothers, “they have Moses and the prophets,” if they really listened 
to them, why would they keep trying to make God a score-keeper and not see that God is pure 
mercy?” And then the irony of the last verse is thick. “If they do not listen to Moses and the 
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” I think, perhaps, 
Luke has purposely named the poor man in the story Lazarus just with this last verse in mind, 
that people would then think of the real-life Lazarus, who had been raised from the dead. 
 
For Luke and for us, the only resurrection that's saving is the resurrection of the crucified one, 
that is, the resurrection of the shamed “unclean” one. See, that's the meaning of the cross, you 
remember. God raised, the one we crucified as a sinful traitor, as unclean, as Paul says, “made 
him to be sin” in our eyes, and made him the first fruits of the Kingdom, sat him at his right 
hand. To show that God is pure mercy. Friends, if we keep thinking that everybody finally just 
get what they deserve, we will never be set free for abundant life in our God of mercy. 
 
Stan Wilson, a Baptist minister in Mississippi, tells of spending most of the day after Hurricane 
Katrina checking on his members, mostly older ones in and around Clinton Mississippi. Clinton 
didn't sustain serious damage, but they lost all power and lots of trees and roofs, and that day 
there was a palpable sense of fear and anxiety. Cars lined up immediately for gas, stores closed, 
evacuees packed the shelters, and the locals feared a serious  shortage or crisis. At the end of 
that long, hot, unnerving day, Wilson was heading home for a cold shower when he received a 
phone call from a friend in Nashville. The friend had one question: “Have you checked on the 
poor?” The thought hadn't occurred to him, so he turned his car around and drove back toward 
the hidden neighborhood where most of the poor of Clinton reside. 
 
Wilson says that in Clinton it's possible (as it is most places, I guess) to go a long time without 
seeing the poor. They do a pretty good job of keeping them hidden. Jesus might call that a great 
chasm...even though the poor's neighborhood is right there in town, right outside the gate, as it 
were. On his trip back into town, Wilson found a family he knew had recently been evicted and 
were living in an uncle's shack.  They were without provisions, and all the stores were closed, 
so he went to a family in his church. They cleaned out a cupboard of peanut butter, bread and 
bottled water. Says Wilson, “It was a brave gift, since they didn't know when power and 
provisions would return.” But, they apparently believed in mercy and so could cross that 
chasm. 



Now, get this. On Wilson's second effort to head home, he came across what looked like a 
party. He slowed down. Neighbors, who had been helping one another out all day, were 
emptying the contents of their freezers into a great shared, neighborhood cookout. Across town 
most of the rich were frightened and sheltered, alone in their big houses, worrying about gas 
and groceries running out. But not there among the poor. There was a neighborhood enduring 
the storm together and sharing its plenty. And that's what our table is to look like... Jesus' 
“kitchen table.” 
 
See, when you truly trust in the God of the cross, when you truly believe in mercy, you're free! 
So, let's find new ways to get our “kitchen table” out in the “front yard.” Believe in mercy and 
cross that chasm. If we do one, we will do the other. Says this story in Luke, it's just that 
simple. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


