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XIX Pentecost, Luke 16:19-31 
 
Come Holy Spirit, and enkindle in the hearts of your faithful the fire of your Love.  Amen. 
 
 During my senior year of high school, I struggled to achieve an urgency for class 
attendance.  My father worked out-of-town, and my mother’s job as a clerk at the local 
vocational/technical school – which was waaaay on the other side of Shreveport, Louisiana, my 
hometown – meant that she was out of the house by 6:00 A.M, leaving my two younger sisters 
and me responsible for getting to Captain Shreve High each day on our own.  My schedule 
included first hour in “Student Council,” which, most days, I evaluated as optional.  Coach Poole 
– a great guy – didn’t seem to mind if I missed Calculus second hour, and Ms. Lee, my History 
teacher in third hour, had previously requested that I take up my studies in the library after she 
and I suffered in class a disagreement regarding her objectivity.  Fourth hour, of course, was 
Yearbook, and Ms. Flanagan (bless her heart) trusted me to get my work done by the time it was 
due, even if we didn’t see one another everyday. 
 Now, fifth hour was Mrs. Neugart and English and she kept careful roll so I had to be 
there at least most of the time, and gym was last hour which was fun anyway, so most mornings I 
would head out in my pajamas and drop my sisters in the circle-drive along with the helicopter 
parents and the school buses.  Amanda and Emily would climb out of the Jeep and scowl back at 
me as I waved and pulled away.  At that point, I was free to head over to Grandy’s for one of 
their delicious “Sin-amon Rolls;” to George’s Grill for a ham-and-cheese omelet and a few cups 
of coffee; or home, to get back in bed and rest up for my afternoon, academic obligations. 
 
 One early afternoon, I was running a little late trying to get to Mrs. Neugart’s class.  
Surveying the student lot from the street, I determined there were no open spaces close enough to 
the building, so I decided to roll through the faculty and staff parking, just to see if I could do 
better over there.  Sure enough, there was one open, empty space – marked, “Principal” – right in 
front of the school.  Now – genuinely – I understood that the policy was anybody could park 
anywhere after 9:00a, and, it being later in the day, I pulled carefully into Coach Powell’s spot 
and ran to class. 
 After the day’s final bell, I was incredulous when I found someone had deliberately 
parked their truck immediately behind my Jeep, preventing me from leaving.  Indignant, I 
stomped into the school offices and demanded an explanation: “Mrs. Russell, I will have you 
know that someone has parked right behind me so that I can’t even pull out.  I have to get home!  
I have…appointments!  Should I call the tow company, or will you?” 
 “…and where did you park?” Mrs. Russell asked. 
 “Out front,” I replied. 
 “Oooohhhhh,” she said, “wait here.” 
 Seething, I waited.  And waited.  After twenty or thirty minutes, I again approached Mrs. 
Russell, who did not seem to be moving quickly to resolve my problem: “Mrs. Russell, I’ve been 
waiting forever.  What is the deal?” 
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 “The deal, Morgan, is that Mr. Dillworth parked behind you, and he said you could sit out 
here and wait until he leaves for the day.”  Now Mr. Dillworth was a broad-shouldered, barrel-
chested, former linebacker for the Miami Dolphins.  At Captain Shreve, he was the “Vice 
Principal for Discipline,” and before Mrs. Russell could finish her explanation, I left the 
reception area and, seeing Mr. Dillworth seated at his desk, I threw open his office door.  A 
heavy, metal-and-glass assembly like the office doors in a Barney Miller episode, I expected – 
genuinely expected! – that it would be more difficult to open and would have one of those 
hydraulic tubes that allowed it to ease to a stop.  Unfortunately, this was not the case, and the 
door smacked against the wall like a thundercrack. 
 
 
 Now, immediately between last week’s parable of the dishonest manager and this 
morning’s appointment, the Evangelist – that is, the author of Luke – notes, “The Pharisees, who 
were lovers of money, heard all this [about the rich man and his manager], and they ridiculed 
him.  So [Jesus] said to them, ‘You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of others; but 
God knows your hearts…[Now,] the good news of the kingdom of God is proclaimed, and[, 
yet] everyone tries to enter it by force” (Luke 16:14-16).  Therefore, the complicated story we 
hear today, may best be heard as an example of the ways in which we and the Pharisees attempt 
to enter the “kingdom of God” by “force”…the ways in which we and the Pharisees attempt to 
enter the “kingdom of God” by “force.” 
 Further, I appreciated the simple clarity with which a colleague at Good Shepherd named, 
“[Today’s] lesson is about how we are to live[, and] not…about what happens when we 
die”…Today’s lesson is about how we are to live, and not about what happens when we die.  
Further, “I am not convinced that [wealth] is bad enough in itself for eternal torment[, and, 
neither] am I…convinced that a life lived on someone’s gate leads to…Abraham’s bosom.”1  
Therefore, using our good sense, we do well to acknowledge Jesus’ use of hyperbole to make his 
point: the rich man is not simply well-dressed, he feasts, and not only does he feast, he feasts 
“sumptuously” (16:19).  Similarly, not only is poor Lazarus bereft and hungry, he is covered in 
sores, and not only sores, but sores that “dogs would come and lick” (16:21).  Clearly, these 
descriptions are over-the-top, and the circumstances of the two men’s respective deaths are 
similarly contrasted: “The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with 
Abraham,” while, by the way and almost as an aside, “The rich man also died and was buried” 
(16:22-23). 
 “In Hades, where [the rich man] was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far 
away with Lazarus by his side.  He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send 
Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these 
flames’” (16:23-24).  Abraham responds, “…between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, 
so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from 
there to us’” (16:26). 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 With thanks to our Priest for Spiritual Formation, the Rev. Shannon Preston, who also preached this difficult text 
on this day.  I appreciated the efficiency of her words that I quote here, and, likewise, her shared focus on our call to 
seek God’s ways, and not our own. 
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 I invite your attention to this last claim: “those who might want to pass from here to you 
cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us…”  That is, this is not a story about what any 
one of us might want, whether we would cast ourselves as the pauper or as the king.  This is a 
story about what God wants.  This exchange between Abraham and the rich man reinforces this 
necessity for his humility, for, tracking the trajectory of the hyperbole, we can catch the parable’s 
punchline: even in death, the rich man cannot help himself, and he seeks his own way.  He 
attempts to use the same self-interested persuasion he used in life, to manipulate Abraham for his 
own gain, now, even after his death.  Therefore, though his pleading about his brothers nudges 
our empathy, Abraham’s reaction confirms that he is having none of it: “They have Moses and 
the prophets; they should listen to them” (16:29).  Abraham’s flippancy conveys his doubt of the 
rich man’s earnestness – not God’s hardness! – and, perhaps for the first time among the living 
or dead, the rich man does not get his way. 
 
 
 Other than my spotty attendance, I remained a notoriously good student and a faithful 
rule-abider.  However, with a red-faced Mrs. Russell on my heels, and an angry NFL veteran in 
front of me, I knew that I was in trouble.  Before I could say anything, a stunned Mr. Dillworth 
stood from his chair and bellowed, “Excuuuuuuuuse me!”  There was nothing I could say…and, 
yet, I spoke: I tried to explain to Mr. Dillworth that I thought the door would be heavier and have 
the hydraulic-tube thing; I tried to explain how I thought the rules allowed me to park anywhere 
after 9:00a; I tried to explain that I was a good guy, and this was just a big misunderstanding 
turning into a really bad day…I spoke, and, yet, Mr. Dillworth made clear that he was having 
none of it.  And, in the kind of living hyperbole that is life as a teenager – wherein all of our 
experiences are exaggerated for good or for ill – I had to learn my lesson: not for the last time, 
but, perhaps for the first time, that there were some situations out of which I could not talk 
myself into a better position.  I was not going to get what I wanted, no matter how desperately I 
wanted it, and no matter what, cumulatively, I might have deserved.  The best I could do was 
say, “I’m sorry.  Yes, sir,” and move through it. 
 
 
 In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus explains that we cannot enter the Kingdom of God by 
force.  We cannot compel God’s Love for us, and we cannot even earn it.  Rather, we must 
relent, and simply receive it, seeking not what we want, but what God wants.  And what does 
God want?  As Kathy just announced during the children’s sermon, God wants everyone’s name 
to be known.  And, indeed, God wants everyone to live a life of love and wholeness.  Oh, how 
this parable might have been different if the rich man had said, “I’m sorry I did not do more for 
the poor when I still had a chance!” or “I give thanks for Lazarus’ relief and wellness!” or, more 
simply, “Lord, have mercy on me.  Not my will, but yours.” 
 With prayers for our humility, grace, and love, in the name of God, 
 Amen. 


