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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

19th Sunday after Pentecost; September 29th, 2013 

Luke 16:19-31 

“The Golden Eyes of the Poor” 

~~~~~~~~ 

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

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 are rich because of their faithfulness to the laws of Torah 

and the poor are poor because they are 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 concerning those who are careful in 

obeying the commandments of God:   

 Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in 

the field.  Blessed shall be the fruit of your body, and the fruit 

of your ground, and the fruit of your beasts, the increase of your 

cattle, and the young of your flock (Deut. 28:3-4).   

 A simpler memory verse for the well-off audience listening 

to Jesus was this reference 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 is this –  Rich 

equals Beloved and Poor equals Punished.   

 

Jesus’ story of Lazarus at the gate of the rich man breaks apart 

this equation on two fronts.  In the first place the wealthy are 
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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:  

Is not this the fast I choose: to loose the bonds of 

wickedness, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the 

oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  Is it not to 

share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless 

into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, and 

not to hide yourself from your own flesh (Isaiah 58:6-7).   

Jesus is 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, pages 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 

world. The poor are not being punished by God; they may, in 

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

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.  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Jim Wallis, the founder and president of Sojourners magazine 

and organization – an evangelical Christian group committed to 

speaking out on behalf of the poor – quoted from the Pope this 

week. Mr. Wallis, in his weekly email to supporters, wrote this: 

The indifference of last week’s House vote to cutting food 
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stamps is still weighing on me. Who is winning and who is 

losing in politics is the never-changing focus of the media here 

— but not who is struggling and suffering. Then I heard Francis 

going deeper to what is behind our indifference.  

“The culture of comfort, which makes us think only of 

ourselves, makes us insensitive to the cries of other people, 

makes us live in soap bubbles which, however lovely, are 

insubstantial; they offer a fleeting and empty illusion which 

results in indifference to others; indeed, it even leads to the 

globalization of indifference. In this globalized world, we have 

fallen into globalized indifference. We have become used to the 

suffering of others: it doesn’t affect me; it doesn’t concern me; 

it’s none of my business!” So said Pope Francis. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus telling this story about Lazarus at the gate is reminding us 

that we risk being on the opposite side of God when we are 

indifferent to the poor.  By our focus on our comfort first (and 

ideology first!), we risk being like the rich man in the story who 

fails to notice Lazarus.  And the sadness of this selfishness and 

rigidness is compounded by the fact that our lives of 

indifference cannot lead to lives of fulfillment and joy.   

 

Thich Nhat Hanh, the Buddist monk, said – “A person cannot be 

happy without compassion” (On Being, 9/29/13). 

 

We can build our lives around our comfort but it will, in the end, 

come falling down.  This is true in our personal lives and it is 

true in our common lives expressed through our governmental 

leaders and programs.  Pope Francis has also said – “The 
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measure of the greatness of a society is the way it treats those 

most in need.”  Jesus wants those of us with means to care for 

the poor because the lives of the poor will benefit by our gifts, 

but... Jesus wants us to care for the poor because our lives, if we 

are people of means, will benefit from the tangible expressions 

of compassion for those suffering at our gates.   

~~~~~~~~ 

A few years ago Anne Forrest, Bess, Will, Bob, Caroline and I 

went to Chattanooga for a short two-day vacation.  We went to 

the Aquarium and to the Children’s Discovery Museum, and we 

sweated our way through meals out with two young children.  It 

was a fine trip.   

 

One of the most memorable moments of the trip, however, had 

nothing to do with our purpose as I understood it.  As you do 

when you take young children to supper, we ate in shifts.  On 

Sunday morning, the Lord’s Day, we did not go to church but 

we had church anyway.  We ate at a place downtown, near 

where we were staying.  Will had finished destroying a muffin 

and I had made it through a bagel and a cup of coffee; so I took 

Will for a walk.   

 

A block or so from the restaurant on the sidewalk hunched on 

the ground was a black man leaning against the building with a 

bag of stuff next to him.  He had a sign –  HUNGRY –  

leaning against the bag.  Well, I was holding Will’s hand and 

we walked by.  My heart was a little fearful.  I am never quite 

sure what to do in such circumstances.  I run through all the 

issues in my head –  Is this legitimate?  Am I perpetuating 

unproductive behavior if I give him money?  It makes more 
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sense to give to the shelter or the food bank, doesn’t it?  Is he 

going to buy alcohol?  The debate rages in me as we walk by, 

but I manage to say –  “How you doing?”  He said: “I’m 

blessed.”  That was it.  I wasn’t going to give him anything 

and Will and I walked on.  

 

Will, however, kept looking at the guy and slowing me down.  

The man was smiling and waving to Will and Will was smiling 

and waving back.  I decided to give the man some money so 

Will would let us move along.   

 

By the time we got back to him, Anne Forrest and Bess were 

there too.  They had stopped and were talking to the man.  

Anne Forrest said: “You have the most beautiful eyes!”  And he 

did!  Why did I not notice those eyes?  He had black smooth 

skin and I suspect he is older than he looks, but his eyes...they 

were golden!  I had never before seen eyes like his.  He said to 

Anne Forrest –  “Thank you.  My mother was Cherokee.  That 

is where my eyes come from.”   

 

I was feeling a bit guilty at this point, so I said “Thank you for 

smiling and waving to my children.”  He said he had been 

taught to greet everyone with a smile and take what comes.  We 

gave him some money –  ten dollars or so.  And then we 

headed to our car on the other side of the four lane street.   

After Bess and Will were loaded up, we slowly pulled away 

from the parking spot.  I looked over across the street and the 

man –  we never got his name, was it Lazarus? –  he was 

standing.  He was tall and handsome looming over the cars 

parked on his side of the street.  He was not hunched down 
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anymore; rather, he was standing and waving to us as we pulled 

away.  His eyes were golden and he was blessed!  So were we? 

~~~~~~~~ 

Maybe the strangers at the gate are messengers of God? 

Maybe the poor all have golden eyes  

 for those whose vision is shaped by the love of God? 

Maybe there is a blessing for all of us when we reach out  

 beyond our fears, beyond our class,  

  beyond our sense of worthiness and failure? 

~~~~~~~~ 

Lord, give us eyes to see the golden eyes of your beloved poor 

so that they and we will be blessed.  Amen.  
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