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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

19th Sunday after Pentecost; September 25th, 2016 

Luke 16:19-31 

“Poor Lives Matter” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Before I read the Scripture this morning I want to tell you what I 

think the story is not about.  The story of Lazarus and the rich 

man is not about what happens to us after we die.  This is not, 

as Fred Craddock reminds us, a story about where we will be 

five minutes after our deaths.  This passage is not about the 

after life; rather, this story is about life here on earth.   

 

My parents died before Anne Forrest and I were married and 

before our children, Bess and Will, were born.  Before they 

died, however, we – my siblings and I – set up a video camera 

and recorded a couple of fairly lengthy interviews with each one 

of them. We asked them about their families, about growing up, 

about how they met, on and on... I am very grateful we did this 

because we have preserved some of their and our history and it 

will give us something to bring out every now and again and 

remind our children of their Prim grandparents.  

 

These tapes were old school magnetic tapes.  Jimmie Tinius 

had the equipment to transfer them to discs – Thank you, 

Jimmie! We made five copies – one of us and one for each of 

my sisters and my brother.  Before I sent them on I tried them 

out to make sure they were working... this was over ten years 

ago.  Will, who was then four years old, came into the room 

where I was watching.  I said to Will – “Hey, Will, that is my 

daddy.  Like I am your daddy, that is my daddy.  He’s in 
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heaven now.”  

 

Well, Will looked at me and then looked at the television.  He 

had a puzzled look on his face.  After a moment I understood 

why – Will thought my dad was appearing to us from heaven!  

Will, I’m pretty sure, thought for a moment that there is a 

“heaven channel!”   

 

Boy, I wish it were true, but there is no such channel.  I believe, 

as I have told you all many times before at funerals and on 

ordinary Sundays, when we die we die into God.  I don’t know 

what that will be, what that will look like, whether there will be 

television or fiddle players or an Atlanta baseball team in the 

World Series... I don’t know what it will be.  We can trust, 

however, that when we die we die into our loving Maker who 

never lets us go!   

 

The story we are about to hear is not about heaven... it is about 

life on this earth, right now... though the story was told two 

thousand years ago... it is oh so relevant for our world in 2016.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Listen for the Word of God in Luke 16:19-31 

There once was a rich man, expensively dressed in the latest 

fashions, wasting his days in conspicuous consumption.  A poor 

man named Lazarus, covered with sores, had been dumped on 

his doorstep.  All he lived for was to get a meal from scraps off 

the rich man’s table.  His best friends were the dogs who came 

and licked his sores.  

 “Then he died, this poor man, and was taken up by the 

angels to the lap of Abraham.  The rich man also died and was 
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buried.  In hell and in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham 

in the distance and Lazarus in his lap.  He called out, ‘Father 

Abraham, mercy!  Have mercy!  Send Lazarus to dip his finger 

in water to cool my tongue.  I’m in agony in this fire.’ 

 “But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that in your lifetime 

you got the good things and Lazarus the bad things.  It’s not 

like that here.  Here he’s consoled and you’re tormented.  

Besides, in all these matters there is a huge chasm set between 

us so that no one can go from us to you even if he wanted to, nor 

can anyone cross over from you to us.’ 

 “The rich man said, ‘Then let me ask you, Father; Send 

him to the house of my father where I have five brothers, so he 

can tell them the score and warn them so they won’t end up here 

in this place of torment.’ 

 “Abraham answered, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets 

to tell them the score. Let them listen to them.’ 

 “‘I know, Father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but they’re not 

listening.  If someone came back to them from the dead, they 

would change their ways.’ 

 “Abraham replied, ‘If they won’t listen to Moses and the 

Prophets, they’re not going to be convinced by someone who 

rises from the dead.’” (The Message by Eugene Peterson) 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus was a teacher who broke apart rigid ideologies. Jesus was 

telling this story of Lazarus and the rich man to a group of his 

fellow Jews who held it as clear revelation from God that the 

rich were rich because of their faithfulness to the laws of Torah 
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and the poor were poor because they were being punished for 

sinfulness –  either their sin or the sins of their forebears.  The 

equation was simple and the judgements quick and easy to 

make.  The folks to whom Jesus was speaking could probably 

quote chapter and verse from Deuteronomy concerning those 

who are careful in obeying the commandments of God:   

If you listen obediently to the Voice of God, your God, and 

heartily obey all his commandments that I command you 

today, God, your God, will place you on high, high above 

all the nations of the world.  All these blessing will come 

down on you and spread out beyond you because you have 

responded to the Voice of God, your God: God’s blessing 

inside the city, God’s blessing in the country; God’s 

blessing on your children, the crops of your land, the 

young of your livestock, the calves of your herds, the lambs 

of your flocks.  God’s blessing on your basket and bread 

bowl; God’s blessing in your coming in, God’s blessing 

your going out(Deut. 28:3-4, Peterson).   

 

A simpler memory verse for the well-off audience listening to 

Jesus was this reference in the psalms to those who love the law; 

the psalmist wrote –   

In all that he does, he prospers,  

but the wicked are not so (Ps. 1:3-4). 

 

A simple one to one equation is found if these become the 

dominating voices of Scripture; the equation was and is this –  

Rich equals Beloved and Poor equals Punished.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus’ story of Lazarus at the gate of the rich man breaks apart 
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this equation on two fronts.  In the first place the wealthy are 

also required by the Scripture to care for the poor.  With the 

story of Lazarus and the rich man, Jesus could have been 

illustrating this passage from Isaiah:  

This is the kind of fast day I’m after: to break the chains of 

injustice, get rid of exploitation in the workplace, free the 

oppressed, cancel debts.  What I’m interested in seeing 

you do is: sharing your food with the hungry, inviting the 

homeless poor into your homes, putting clothes on the 

shivering ill-clad, being available to your own 

families(Isaiah 58:6-7, Peterson).   

Jesus was driving it home in a picture story to his wealthy 

listeners – the well-being of all God’s people is the heart of the 

law and the prophets.  Pull up whatever Scripture you like but 

nothing will change the basic truth that runs like a mighty 

stream through all of the Bible –  the poor and the oppressed 

are beloved of God (See Luke in Interpretation Series by Fred B. Craddock, pps 

198-201). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The equation of wealth equals blessedness is also broken apart 

by the fact that the poor man, Lazarus, ends up in the bosom of 

Abraham.  The one who waited at the gate for what might fall 

from the rich man’s table and whose sores were savored by the 

dogs ended up at the banquet of the Lord with Abraham and all 

the angels.  Somehow, though he was poor, Lazarus was 

beloved and finally blessed. Jesus’ story was and is a word of 

hope to those who are impoverished of spirit and means.  

Poverty does not define a person’s status before God!  This, 

too, is the Word of the Lord and Jesus is directing this teaching 

to those broken down by the powers and principalities of the 
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world. The poor are not being punished by God; they may, in 

the higher math of eternity, be blessed beyond earthly measure.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Frederich Buechner, the writer and retired Presbyterian minister, 

in his book Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, has written 

about the poor this way:   

 In a sense we are all hungry and in need, but most of us 

don’t recognize it.  With plenty to eat in the deepfreeze, with a 

roof over our heads and car in the garage, we assume that the 

empty feeling inside must be just a case of the blues that can be 

cured by a weekend in the country or an extra martini at lunch 

or the purchase of a color TV.   

 The poor on the other hand, are under no such delusion.  

When Jesus says, “Come unto me all ye who labor and are 

heavy laden, I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28), the poor 

stand a better chance than most of knowing what he’s talking 

about and knowing that he’s talking to them.  In desperation 

they may even be willing to consider the possibility of accepting 

his offer.  This is perhaps why Jesus on several occasions 

called them peculiarly blessed (pages 69-70). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The call of this story is that those of us who are poor have a 

special place in the heart of God.  And the call of this story is 

that those of us blessed with financial and other resources if we 

want to be living our lives reflecting the light and love of God 

will pay attention and share resources with the poor at our gates.  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

It may be that the rich man thought Lazarus was expendable.  

He might have noticed him there at his gate, but Lazarus, in the 

rich man’s mind, was unimportant, disposable, less of a man 
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than he.  The rich man may have needed a reminder – “Poor 

Lives Matter.”  No one would argue that rich lives do not 

matter because Jesus was teaching about the poor.  The value of 

rich lives was and is an accepted truth – of course, rich lives 

matter.  Culture and religion and politics across the centuries 

have undergirded the obvious truth that rich lives matter.  The 

poor, on the other hand, were they not just getting what they 

deserved?  Were they not just paying for their laziness?  Were 

they not just reaping the lack of reward for lives poorly lived – 

sinfully lived?  Jesus had an answer to those assumptions in his 

day and in ours  – “Poor lives matter!”  

 

In our day let us not lose sight of the fact that no human being is 

disposable in the eyes of God.  Poor lives matter.  Muslim 

lives under ISSL oppression matter.  Black lives in Charlotte 

and Tulsa matter.  Blue lives in Dallas matter.  Syrian lives in 

Alleppo matter.  Palestinian lives on the West Bank matter.  

Christian lives in Muslim lands matter.  People without 

documentation in the United States, their lives matter. Jewish 

lives matter. Gay lives matter. Hindu lives in Pakistan matter.  

Any life in any society that is overlooked, undervalued, ignored 

at the gate of the wealthy... matters! 

 

And, of course, the rich, the powerful, their lives matter too... 

and God in Jesus is seeking to open our eyes to our deep 

connections to one another.  Those of us blessed in this life can 

make the lives of the poor and the oppressed better if we have 

eyes to see and hearts and minds willing to engage in the call of 

Christ upon our lives.  May it be so. Amen. 


