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Poverty has a huge impact on life expectancy.  In Scotland,  

there is roughly a 10 year difference between the 20% most,  

and least deprived areas. I remember growing up in Bearsden. 

We lived in the poor part of Bearsden,  and there was a field 

separating us from Drumchapel,  and someone said in that the 

short distance, just the distance of the field,  it represented a 

ten year gap in life expectancy.  You could look across the field 

and see people whose life chances were to be very different 

from my own. Ironically, my gran,  on my dad's side,  actually 

lived in Drumchapel, until decanted out to literal heights of East 

Kilbride. It seems not a lot has changed.  

Poverty has always been with us and I suspect always will be. 

We know about the rise of food banks. A national disgrace, even 

if a necessary one. People who are often in work, embarrassed 

at having to seek help for their families.  In that situation, how 

would we feel? It is not just an issue of poverty. It is one of 

justice and common humanity .  

Jesus tells a story,  and it does not matter if the story is true or 

not,  or if it is a parable,  and in it, you cannot get a stronger 

comparison.  Here is a man who lives in great luxury,  and right 

at his door,  brought there every day, is  Lazarus, the ultimate 

image of poverty.  He sought even the bread that the rich used 

to soak up and clean their tables with. He has no choice, if he 

wanted to survive, this is what he had to do. I think one thing 

that defines poverty, then and now,  is a lack of choice.  I 

suppose it was the 'food bank' of the day.  

I don't know why the people who brought him did not help, 

maybe in some way they did, just by taking him to the door of a 

man who could have helped. The point is, Lazarus could not be 

missed. The rich man had no excuse that he did not know what 

was happening,  it was right outside his door.  For us, the 

parallels are obvious. Poverty is all around us,  sometimes 

hidden,  but it is there, and even if we feel helpless and we don't 

know what to do about it, how to respond; we do not have the 

excuse of not knowing.  

The two men die and they have contrasting fortunes in the 

afterlife.  Now remember,  this is just an image. But it is one of 

role reversal. The man who had everything, looks up and sees 

Lazarus at the great feast of heaven, seated at the place of 

honour,  right next to Abraham. To those listening that was 

offensive, after all, was the rich man not a descendent of 

Abraham?  So he  pleads to Abraham,  to send Lazarus down to 

him with some water. Lets imagine for a moment this is 

happening,  as described.  Lazarus, would you mind taking some 

water down to that rich guy,  who ignored you all your life.  

If you are feeling a sense of deep injustice. How would you feel 

about helping the person who created that feeling in the first 

place?  Maybe we have been in such a situation,  and it is not 

easy.  But either are the words of Jesus;  don't hold the grudge, 



love even your enemies. Anyway,  it never got to that. Abraham 

says to the rich man, sorry, not possible,  you see there is a deep 

chasm between us and you,  and even if Lazarus was willing to 

do it,  it is just not possible. To the rich man it must have been a 

devastating blow. To the people of Israel,  this challenged their 

very identity, of who they were,  in the eyes of God. Were they 

not the children of Abraham? 

Now, to his credit, the rich man then asks Abraham a favour, to 

speak to his brothers,  and to warn them of the consequences of 

living as he did. And here comes the sting in the tail. Abraham 

says,  they have all they need,  they know  the laws of God and 

what the prophets have said.  

Listen now to what he asks next.  He says, if  someone were to 

rise from death,  and go his brothers, they would see the error 

of their ways. What does Abraham say,  even that would not be 

enough.  Let me repeat that. He asks Abraham to send someone 

to rise from death,  and Abraham says, even that will not be 

enough.   

The context of the story is hugely important. Remember, this 

story is shared by Luke,  after Jesus resurrection. That is a past 

event. It has happened,  and the people of Israel were not 

convinced by it. This story is a damming indictment against the 

people of God, who rejected Jesus. There is deep offense,  in 

this passage.  

We do not live in poverty, so in this story, we are challenged by 

the lifestyle of the rich man,  and his opportunity to help was in 

life. I often come back to a Christian Aid slogan, "We believe in 

life before death".  I believe that is one of God's great truths.   

The Christian faith is not just a theology of resurrection, it is 

about how we live our lives today. For the Kingdom of God is 

here, now, and what is asked of us, in the ancient words of the 

prophet Micah,  it is this;  

But he’s already made it plain how to live, what to do, 

    what GOD is looking for in men and women. 

It’s quite simple: Do what is fair and just to your neighbour, 

    be compassionate and loyal in your love. (Micah 6:8. Message) 

Amen. 


