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19 “There was a certain rich man who clothed himself in purple and fine linen, and who 
feasted luxuriously every day. 20 At his gate lay a certain poor man named Lazarus who 
was covered with sores. 21 Lazarus longed to eat the crumbs that fell from the rich man’s 
table. Instead, dogs would come and lick his sores. 
22 “The poor man died and was carried by angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man also 
died and was buried. 23 While being tormented in the place of the dead, he looked up 
and saw Abraham at a distance with Lazarus at his side. 24 He shouted, ‘Father 
Abraham, have mercy on me. Send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool 
my tongue, because I’m suffering in this flame.’ 25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember 
that during your lifetime you received good things, whereas Lazarus received terrible 
things. Now Lazarus is being comforted and you are in great pain. 26 Moreover, a great 
crevasse has been fixed between us and you. Those who wish to cross over from here to 
you cannot. Neither can anyone cross from there to us.’ 
27 “The rich man said, ‘Then I beg you, Father, send Lazarus to my father’s house.28 I 
have five brothers. He needs to warn them so that they don’t come to this place of 
agony.’ 29 Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets. They must listen to 
them.’ 30 The rich man said, ‘No, Father Abraham! But if someone from the dead goes 
to them, they will change their hearts and lives.’ 31 Abraham said, ‘If they don’t listen to 
Moses and the Prophets, then neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from the 
dead.’” -Common English Bible 

Phew. What a story… there are so many places it could take us… I think, many of us, 

upon hearing or reading this story fixate on the eternal consequences of earthly actions

— in particular that it seems Jesus is confirming a twofold sorting of people— some to 

blessed rest with the angels and patriarchs, some to fiery torment. Sounds like popular 

construals of heaven and hell, no? And this can be rather distracting because with this 

story Jesus is NOT trying to teach about what happens when we die. In fact, I think very 

little of Jesus’ teaching was concerned with that. We are perhaps concerned with that, 

but Jesus was much more concerned about what happens while we live.  

This is the thing about scripture. It’s not, usually, self-interpreting. And there are all 

sorts of rabbit holes we can fall into when exploring it. And it has always been so. That, 

in fact, seems to be one of the main points of today’s story. There are teachings in 

scripture that suggest that God blesses the faithful with material riches and other 

comforts, and God punishes the unfaithful with poverty and pain. Such teachings have 

undergirded generations of teachers who suggest that the acquisition of personal wealth 
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is God’s goal for God’s children and that those in poverty are clearly cursed by God. They 

say the Bible tells them so.  

But the whole Bible?   

When I was in college I heard Jim Wallis speak, he’s a progressive Evangelical 

leader, founder of Sojourners magazine. He held up his Bible from his college days,  

from which he had cut out every reference to care for the poor and economic justice… 

and all that was left was shreds. Yes, you can make an argument for what is now called 

“the Prosperity Gospel” from select verses and themes in scripture, but you have to 

block out the much greater emphasis on the obligation of people of faith to care for the 

poor.  

In fact, one of the best biblical sources for the Prosperity Gospel is the book of 

Deuteronomy, but even in that book we hear that debts should be cancelled every seven 

years and that the Israelites ought not be— allow me to start quoting a bit— “hard-

hearted or tight fisted toward… poor fellow Israelites…. Give generously to needy 

persons and don’t resent doing so…. Poor persons will never disappear from the earth. 

That’s why I’m giving you this command: you must open your hand generously to your 

fellow Israelites, to the needy among you, and to the poor who live with you in your 

land.“  Liberation Theologians suggest, in fact, that the God we meet in the scriptures, 

both in the Hebrew Scriptures and in the person of Jesus and the stories about him is a 

God with a preferential option for the poor, [slower] a preferential option for the poor—

God chooses the poor first. Is Joel Osteen, and are his fellow televangelists, reading the 

same Gospel as these liberation theologians? Have they read this story of Lazarus and 

the rich man? 

Two men, one rich, one poor— Jesus is a master storyteller- we don’t know the rich 

man’s name, but we do know the poor man’s name— Lazarus. Isn’t it usually the other 

way around? Don’t the richest of the rich get their names on buildings and don’t we 

speak of people “making a name” for themselves when they gain fortune and fame?  But 

not in Jesus’ thought world. There, a man who is sick and sore, a man too tired to stand, 

a man wishing for crumbs to eat and instead being food for hungry dogs who are licking 

his sores… this is the man dignified with a name, Lazarus. We hear a lot about the rich 
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man— what he wore— the finest of clothes, what he ate— a feast EVERY day… but we 

never hear his name. For all their difference in life, they suffer the same temporal fate— 

they both die. Jesus then suggests that their eternal fate is a reversal of their earthly 

experiences. Lazarus too poor to be buried is instead carried… carried by angels to 

blessed rest. The rich man, probably granted the finest of burials, settles into desperate 

thirst and torment.  

As Jesus tells this story even in death the rich man is assuming power and privilege

— demanding the service of Lazarus— first to give him something to drink, then to warn 

his brothers to change course. But his wishes are not granted. And the punch line of the 

story is “If they don’t listen to Moses and the Prophets, then neither will they be 

persuaded if someone rises from the dead.”   

Jesus is commenting, with this story, on the responsibilities of wealth. But he is also 

commenting on a proper interpretation of scripture. He suggests that the weight of 

Moses- meaning the biblical law, the first five books of the Bible- and the Prophets, is on 

care for the poor and the pursuit of justice. So a glorification of wealth, a neglect of the 

poor… this, in Jesus’ view, was a gross misinterpretation of the Word and will of God.  

Ok, a lot of us have plenty of money, more than we need. And stories like this may 

make us squirm. We may feel that Jesus, or at least Pastor Sarah’s interpretation of 

Jesus, is shaming us for being wealthy. But that is not the message at all. The problem 

was not that the man was rich. The problem was that he ignored the sick and 

desperately poor man at his gate— completely. As one preacher so aptly puts it 

“Wherever some eat and others do not eat, there the kingdom of God does not exist, 

quote whatever Scripture you will” (Craddock, 197).  

It is painful to bring to consciousness the desperate poverty in our world. It is 

tempting to tune it out. It is incredibly tempting to find biblical justifications for doing 

so. But friends, this is also incredibly unfaithful. And it can have serious consequences 

on real human lives.  

Most residents of Metro-Portland are more conscious of poverty now than at any 

point in recent history.  I know that you at St. A’s have been serving your neighbors 
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faithfully for a long time, and I also know that many of you have been shocked and 

dismayed to see the number of encampments of unhoused people proliferating 

throughout our city and region over the past year especially. I am so grateful for the 

efforts we have been making to reach out to our vulnerable neighbors in support with 

hygiene packs for the past several months.  I am honored to represent St. A’s on the 

newly formed Hillsdale Assistance Team, and to be beginning to meet neighbors living 

outside in Hillsdale and to collaborate with housed and unhoused neighbors towards 

addressing unmet needs.  

This past Tuesday I was blessed to participate in Solution Salon, a Zoom forum co-

facilitated by Portland Family Homeless Solutions and Street Roots.  There I gained a 

better understanding of the history and causes of homelessness in our country and 

region; I hope to be able to share much of what I learned with all of you soon.  But here’s 

a woefully simplistic summary of my key learnings: There have always been unhoused 

people in the USA, but in the midst of and wake of the Great Depression significant 

policy changes were made, via the New Deal, to help increase affordable housing, 

employment, and basic income support. As a result the number of unhoused folks, 

particularly unhoused white folks, decreased substantially.   The New Deal did not 

address our national history of systemic racism that made it incredibly difficult for 

people of color to own housing and transfer wealth generationally.  Over the past 40 

years especially, basically my lifetime, a number of policy changes have eroded the 

systems of support that once existed and we currently have a crisis that includes a lack 

of coordinated mental health services, a radical shortage of affordable and supported 

housing driving the cost of housing beyond what is affordable on the wages many are 

able to earn, and radical inequality in access to housing for people of color and 

indigenous folks.  Currently, many cities in Oregon have criminalized panhandling, and 

often people living outside are harassed, displaced, and/or otherwise traumatized.   

Some things have happened in the midst of the pandemic that are definitely steps 

forward— our city has created sanctioned and supported camps, for example, Hygiene 4 

All has created a model resource hub, funds have been freed up to support creative 

solutions of all sorts in our Metro Region.  At the same time, numerous people who’ve 
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had their rent deferred for nearly a year are at risk of eviction.  We are facing a probable 

explosion of the unhoused population in the near future.  This is a time of promise and 

peril.   

It doesn’t matter whether you are a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, a 

Libertarian… if you are a Christian, the housing crisis in our city and nation, and 

poverty, more basically, is a problem. Jesus suggests that the weight of the law and the 

prophets is on our responsibility to the poor. Jesus, God with us, Jesus who emptied 

himself; Jesus who identified with the poor; Jesus who said what you do to the least of 

these you do to me; Jesus who died a poor man’s death on a cross. This Jesus 

demonstrated a life lived to the benefit of the poor. We can certainly disagree about the 

best ways to care for the poor, but it seems to me, given what Jesus said, given what 

Jesus did, given who Jesus was the real question is how we will care for the poor, not IF 

we will care for the poor.  

When we support Southwest Hope and One Great Hour of Sharing, donate for, 

pack, and deliver hygiene bags, cook for the West Women’s and Children’s Shelter, seek 

to know our neighbors living outside and listen to their needs, encourage our legislators 

to support solutions to poverty, cooperate with all those seeking solutions… we are being 

faithful disciples of Jesus Christ.  We are choosing not to ignore suffering, but to 

respond to it with love and mercy, to live well this one wild and precious life we’ve been 

given.  For friends, I believe that’s what Jesus came to teach us to do, to live fully and 

well and to help others to do so too.   

In light of today’s word from God, what is your answer to the question “Who am I?”  

Take time to write it on a name tag now and may this awareness bless your continuing 

Lenten journey and lifetime journey of faith.   

Sources Cited in this Sermon In Addition to Scripture:
Fred Craddock. Luke in the Interpretation series.  Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox 

Press, 2009. 
You can learn more about Portland Family Homeless Solutions at http://www.pdxhfs.org/ and 

Street Roots at https://www.streetroots.org/
As for the criminalization of panhandling in our state please see- https://aclu-or.org/en/news/

61-oregon-cities-have-unconstitutional-anti-panhandling-laws-block-free-speech-and-0
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