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Sermon – “Privilege” – Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost – 9-29-19 
 

Grace and Peace to in the name of the one who is Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier. 

We pause and reflect on how God calls us to reach out to those in need…Amen. 

"I'm glad to see you, sir," the poor man said to his wealthy landlord. "I had a very 

disturbing dream last night. In my dream a voice said, 'The richest man in the valley will die 

tonight.' " 

"I don't much believe in dreams," the rich man replied as he rode off on his horse. But 

as he rode along, he found himself disturbed by the religious man's dream. When he got 

home, he called his doctor to come over immediately and examine him. The doctor 

pronounced the rich man to be very healthy. "Don't worry," the doctor said, "you won't die 

tonight." 

The rich man forgot the incident until the next morning when a messenger 

interrupted his breakfast. "Did you hear about that poor tenant of yours who lives in the 

corner of your estate?" the messenger asked. "He died last night." The richest man in the 

valley had died. True riches are more about faith, and not financial status. 

There certainly a lot of drama in our gospel today, filled with amazing contrasts. 

Lazarus is poor, hungry, covered with sores, dressed in rags, and surrounded by begging 
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dogs.  He seems to represent the very pit or lowest point of the human condition. The rich 

man, who isn’t named is well dressed, dines on the best food, lives in a fine home and by all 

accounts is a respectable and decent person.  His only affliction seems to be that he is rich. 

Most of us might say; “If only I were afflicted in such a way!” 

As of our gospel continues, each of these people die and their eternal destiny is 

revealed. Lazarus is safe and secure in the bosom of Father Abraham, the rich man on the 

other had is miserable in eternal torment.  

This seemingly moral and upright, rich man calls out and says; “But Father 

Abraham, I know my brothers didn’t believe Moses and the prophets but, if someone who 

has come back from the dead warns them, they will believe him.” Abraham’s response is 

basically; “fat chance. They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.” The 

rich (dead) man then says; "No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the 

dead, they will repent.” Abraham says to the (dead) rich man, "If they do not listen to Moses 

and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead." 

Human beings tend to believe what we want to believe. If one hears 10 positive 

comments and then one negative comment, the negative comment is given more weight 

than the positive comments.  If I am on Amazon looking to buy something and read 15 

positive comments about the item and two negative reviews, I keep reading until I find the 

answer I am looking for. What we choose to believe says more about us than it does about 

the reliability and reality of the situation. 

There is something which is very noticeable in this parable today, which you may or 

may not have noticed. Lazarus is named but the rich man is not, at least in Luke. In the real 

world the rich are known their names and the poor and homeless are often known by their 
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situation or condition.  Mayor Kevin Faulkner met with President Trump a few weeks ago 

about the plight of the homeless in this area, both very well-known names. Last Sunday on 

my way home I saw a panhandler playing his guitar at the intersection of Pershing and 

Florida Canyon near Balboa Hospital, I wonder what his name is? Homeless people are 

rarely identified by their name, just their plight. 

Most of us have heard this parable before so it isn’t a new story. We also know that 

Jesus uses parables to teach, but let’s just say you are hearing this story for the first time, 

what are you hearing? You might think that Jesus is saying those who are “rich” in 

possessions during their life are doomed to experience a tormented after life and those who 

are poor will be blessed by God. 

The rich man had a life of privilege and wealth, which are often considered blessings. 

His wealth, status and privilege also gave him many opportunities to do good.  He is not 

portrayed as an evil man, but he seems clueless and unaware of Lazarus and others like him.  

During his life and in his after life there was such a chasm or a wall or a division between the 

rich man and Lazarus. This division kept the rich man from truly seeing Lazarus as a person 

of worth, an equal in all respects by God. Perception and bias are what usually creates walls 

or divisions between people.  If we don’t want to see something we won’t.   

I have always had a queasy stomach, which at first, I was concerned about when I 

began my chaplaincy at the hospital. I was called to the ER frequently and witnessed 

situations that I thought would trigger my queasy stomach, but for the most part I wasn’t 

affected, again, for the most part.   

I remember being in the trauma room with a young woman who was about 19.  

She had been thrown from her horse and her foot was caught in the stirrup of the saddle. 
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She was dragged for a distance until she hit a fence post face first. This was a traumatic 

experience involving lots of blood and other gruesomeness.  Yet my queasy stomach and I 

were able to maintain a presence with her as she grabbed my hand so tight wanting to feel a 

connection with someone as they were treating her.  

Our Gospel story is more than a reminder of what we think we need to do to get into 

heaven, it is story about what it means to be a compassionate follower of Christ.  For some 

this story might seem like an experience of divine “Karma” where the rich man is punished 

for his lack of insight and awareness, or his sense of being better than Lazarus.  Maybe you 

identify with Lazarus, feeling like you are poor and needy. Sometimes our self-centeredness 

makes it easy to avoid any meaningful contact with those in need in our day-to-day lives, 

especially if it is uncomfortable. 

I am uncomfortable when stopped at a light and there is a panhandler waving their 

sign. I can’t wait for the light to change so I can go on my way.  Even though the guy with 

his guitar last week was very creative, I was still glad when the light changed to green. 

This week, Jesus seems to hit us right where we live, and that might make us each 

uncomfortable. Jesus attempts to put a human face on both wealth and poverty.  Jesus 

gives the plight of the poor a face and a name, in this story of the rich man and Lazarus. Are 

you willing to do the same by getting to know the names of those in need around you?  

Many think the poor just need to pull themselves up by their “preverbal bootstraps” and 

everything will be ok, or “let’s just get them off the streets” (so we don’t have to see them) 

and things will be better.   

Jesus challenged those hearing this story when he told it the first time and Jesus 

challenges us to “grow” beyond our queasiness and uncomfortableness, and our limited 
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vision and our privilege impacts this world.  There is an imbalance created by the way 

privilege and possessions separate us from being sensitive to the needs of the poor.  

Through this parable today we hear that privilege and love of possessions can separate us 

from those in need. We are also reminded that nothing can separate us from the love and 

grace of God in Jesus Christ.  It is by this grace that we are able and hopefully willing to 

look beyond ourselves to those in need, no matter how uncomfortable that makes us feel. 

Amen! 
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