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What a frightening thing, this Gospel passage we have just heard.  

Frightening, to the point that we might even forget that it is a parable. We might wonder, “Is Jesus 

recounting an event that really happened? Was there such a Lazarus who died in this terrible state? 

Was there such a rich man, who even now is experiencing those terrible torments?”  

It’s hard to know which of those two is most frightening. 

That this Lazarus, who was someone’s son, someone’s brother, someone’s friend, died as dogs were 

slowly eating away at him? Or is it more frightening that wealth and comfort could so absorb the rich 

man, to the point of making him blind to this Lazarus?  

What is more frightening? The torments of the rich man? Or the great chasm that will forever divide 

him from the bosom of Abraham? 

I think the truly frightening thing is simply this: 

That our Lord Jesus does not name the rich man.  

That Jesus, who calls each of us by name, refuses to pronounce that man’s name.  

It’s as if Jesus is saying: “I do not know you, depart from me.” 

It’s as if Jesus has erased that man’s name from the book of Life.  

“No,” we might be tempted to think, “the Lord would never allow a person to be lost forever.” But 

Jesus will in fact, one day, say “Amen, I say to you, what you did not do for one of these least ones, 

you did not do for me.” 

“Impossible, we might then add. The joy of heaven would be incomplete, if we weren’t all there.” 

And yet, look at the calm and peace with which Abraham responds to the rich man. And Lazarus? He 

says nothing. He is silent, at peace, completely unaware of the rich man and his torments.  

This is frightening.  

But it is a parable, and one by which the Lord reminds us how seriously he has identified himself 

with those who are hungry, homeless, naked, sick. The Prophet Amos in the first reading contains 

the same teaching, but in terms far less kind. At some point Amos screams at the Israelites, saying, 

“You cows of Bashan, who oppress the destitute and abuse the needy [...] days are coming upon you 

when they shall drag you away with ropes, your children with fishhooks.”  

Compared to Amos, the Lord Jesus’ approach is more subtle, more gentle. His words are sharp, 

there’s no way to soften them, but he never goes straight for an amputation. No, he is the divine 

physician, and seeks first to give us a word that might heal us. And so he tells a story. He tells a 

parable. He tells us a parable today, just as he has been doing for a few Sundays in a row. The 

parable invites --it doesn’t force-- it invites: it invites us to reflection, and ultimately it may invite us 

to conversion. Conversion when, upon reflection, I realize, “Oh. This isn’t just a parable, this truly did 

happen; Lazarus was real, and so was the rich man; and I am the rich, or I have been the rich man, 

or, I may be becoming like the rich man.”   



There are many ways to be hungry, homeless, naked, sick. And a lot of them are not necessarily as 

visible as the homelessness and poverty of Lazarus. You can feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, 

clothe the naked, heal the sick. But how do you feed a person who feels shut out, unwanted? How 

do you shelter someone who feels unloved, terrified? How do you cloth someone who is feeling 

hopeless, unimportant and unknown? How do you heal someone who has had their trust in others 

broken? This is the poverty that Mother Teresa saw in our country almost 20 years ago. This is the 

Lazarus that she saw lying outside our doors. This Lazarus might be sitting next to you now. This 

Lazarus may be living with you in your home. The tragedy of the rich man is not that he had money 

and didn’t use it. The tragedy is that he was so close to Lazarus, so close to Jesus, and never saw him. 

Never bothered. And that is a frightening thing.  

And that is why Mother Teresa once asked a shockingly simple question: “Your next-door neighbors. 

Do you know who they are?” It’s as if she is asking, “Do you know who your Lazarus is?” 

Two, three steps. That’s all it would have taken for the rich man to find Lazarus. For us, in order to 

discover how Jesus may be hurting and suffering in the people around us, it may be a matter of 

asking a simple question: “How are you? Who are you?” It’s a simple question, but sometimes love is 

as simple as that. Sometimes our faith is that simple.  

Pray, brothers and sisters, that we who are about to receive the sacrament of God’s love, hidden in 

the forms of bread and wine, may learn to find him hidden in the suffering and poverty of all those 

around us. That we may keep the commandment to love without stain or reproach until the 

appearance of our Lord Jesus Christ. 


