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February 24, 2008
THE GREAT CHASM

Scripture – Isaiah 61:1-3; Luke 16:19-31


Two years ago, Lorraine and I went to New England for part of our summer “getaway”.  To be more specific, we spent several weeks in New Hampshire and Maine.  In some ways, it was like a “homecoming” for me since my family had often vacationed in New England when I was a kid.  This time around, we stayed at several bed and breakfasts, visited friends, and saw the sights…just like tourists (which we were).  One of the attractions we visited in New Hampshire was Ausable Chasm.  This is a kind of narrow canyon carved through the mountains by a river…and folks can walk along a portion of it by taking a combination of trails and stairs.  The path goes up and down (often rather steeply), around and over waterfalls, and through beautiful woodland.  Ausable Chasm is one of nature’s wonders.

There are other well-known chasms in this country.  One which comes immediately to my mind is the Snake River Canyon which Evil Knievel tried to jump over in his high-powered rocket-like vehicle.  He didn’t make it.  And perhaps the largest and most famous is Grand Canyon.  Some canyons and chasms can be traversed by bridges, but places like the Grand Canyon are far too large for such methodology.  They remind me of that old story of the motorist who stops to ask directions of a farmer.  The man hems and haws as he tries to describe the way to a particular location, only to finally admit:  You can’t get there from here!

You cannot cross the Grand Canyon without a plane or a helicopter, a balloon or a blimp.  And, if our reading from Luke is to be believed, there are other chasms which are just as “uncrossable”.


Let me recap the story.  There’s a rich man who lives the good life – fine food, beautiful clothing, big house.  At the opposite end of the financial and social spectrum is a poor man, named Lazarus, who sits at the rich man’s gate.  He’s sick; he’s destitute; he’s hungry…so hungry, in fact, that he would be happy to have even the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s table – in other words, scraps.  Lazarus dies and “goes to glory” – in this case, he’s carried by angels to be with Abraham (the “patron saint”, if you will, of Judaism).  The rich man also dies, but goes to Hades – not really hell, but certainly not a place in which one wants to spend eternity.  There, we are told, he is in torment.  Well, he looks up and sees Lazarus and Abraham having a good old time.  And he calls out to Abraham, asking him to send Lazarus down with some water so that he can find some relief from the intense heat he is experiencing.  Abraham reminds him that he had all the “goodies” and Lazarus had all the “baddies” when they were still alive, and that now “the tables have turned”.  Besides, adds Abraham…there is a great chasm between the two locations (an inflexible chasm) which cannot be crossed in either direction.  He’s here and you’re there…and never the twain shall meet again!  The rich man seems to accept the inevitable and unchangeable, but makes one more request – that Lazarus be sent to tell his brothers about what has happened so they will change their ways and not wind up in his predicament.  Again Abraham demurs, explaining that everything the brothers need, can be found in the Hebrew Scriptures.  The rich man protests that even though they have not been moved by the teachings of Moses and the other prophets, they will surely change their ways if only someone comes from the dead to instruct them!  The story ends with Abraham telling the rich man that if they can’t be redirected by what is already available, even a messenger from the dead will not sway them!

On the surface, that’s a fairly simple and straightforward tale with a rather plain message – a rather plain message which we should be able to apply to our world and our lives.  But if it were to be somewhat “dissected”, one could probably find much more than what immediately meets the eye.  So let’s try…

Did you notice that the rich man is not named?  Tradition sometimes calls him Dives, but there is nothing in the Bible to support that – the name comes from later rabbinic writings.  So here he is – Mr. Big Shot…without a name.  He has the food; he has the clothing; he has the house (along with the money and the status and the power)…but he is of so little consequence in the overall scheme of things that he has no name.  That kind of says something about what is really important, doesn’t it?

On the other side of “the scale” we find Lazarus – a man so poor that he has literally nothing…except, perhaps, a name.  I think we can assume that he is a person who, for whatever reason, cannot help himself – a powerless man, a vulnerable man, a “hidden” man.  Jesus was not in the habit of supporting those who chose not to be self-sufficient, so Lazarus must have been in his situation through no fault of his own.  And nowhere do we get the impression that he whimpered and whined about his lot in life.  He simply wished that it could be better.  Additionally, he didn’t want or need much – what the rich man threw away or never missed would have been enough.  

Is the rich man a bad man?  Not necessarily.  Jesus was not against wealth or the wealthy – he just believed that wealth should be used to benefit more than those who possessed it and that those who possessed it should share.  Heck, kids are supposed to learn that as toddlers!  Also, there is nothing in the story to suggest that the rich man is deliberately mean or cruel to Lazarus.  In fact, he doesn’t really even seem to notice Lazarus…and perhaps that is his “crime”!  Lazarus is so much beneath him (at least as he perceives life and his own exalted position in the world) that he doesn’t even know he exists.  Have you ever experienced situations like that?  Have you ever been on either end of situations like that?

Now, what about Lazarus?  We also don’t know if Lazarus is particularly good.  We do know that, in life, he gets the shaft.  So winding up with Abraham after death might have little to do with whether or not he has earned some kind of reward for righteousness.  It might be, pure and simple, a fairness issue.  We could perhaps assume that Lazarus, in life, has virtually no control over his own destiny…so, in death, the scales are leveled and he receives some justice.  Relating this story to the judgment scene in which Jesus separates the sheep from the goats, we might observe that Lazarus has little or nothing with which to help others while the rich man, who has plenty, chooses to use it all solely for his own benefit!

Okay, so they both die.  For want of better terms, and to avoid confusing the issue, the poor man winds up in heaven and the rich man winds up in hell.  And what does the rich man do?  He looks up, sees that Lazarus has it pretty “cushy”, and more or less orders Abraham to send him (Lazarus) down to comfort him (the rich man).  Obviously he has not yet learned his lesson.  He is still issuing directives to those he considers beneath him (even if they are now above him).  He seems to believe that he remains in charge.  He seems to believe that he remains “top dog”!  And he apparently considers Lazarus some sort of lackey whose purpose in life, if he has one at all, is to meet his personal needs.  Again, parallels in our world are so evident it is hard to imagine how some can miss seeing them.

At this point, Abraham lets loose the clincher.  He says:  Uh, uh, can’t be done.  There’s a gap between us which cannot be bridged.  You can’t come here and we can’t go there.  Too bad; so sad.  A chasm which cannot be crossed?  Surely the love of God is capable of bridging any gap.  In theological terms…yes.  But here we’re dealing with the human condition.  The rich man has had every chance.  But he has not helped Lazarus.  And he has not helped others.  In fact, he has not even noticed those who should have been the recipients of at least basic charity and concern.  Now that he is “on the other end of the stick”, he still doesn’t get it.  And because he still doesn’t get it, he can’t be helped by those who might wish to help him regardless of how he has treated them.  At some juncture, certainly in the world in which we live, it is too late to turn around and make amends.  

What is really the unbridgeable chasm the story is talking about, particularly in today’s world?  It is not the chasm between wealth and poverty, although the gap between the haves and the have nots constantly grows wider and, unless the haves become more concerned about and fair to the have nots, the situation will, sooner or later, blow up in their faces – after all, there are a lot more have nots than there are haves in our world.  It was not the rich man’s wealth per se which got him in trouble.  It is not the chasm between power and weakness, although power, especially too much power, corrupts individuals and families and organizations and countries when they use their power to oppress those who are helpless and vulnerable in an attempt to stay on top of the heap by keeping others down.  It was not the rich man’s power per se which got him in trouble.  It is not the chasm between selfishness and selflessness, although the rich man thought of little or nothing but his own welfare and could not have been less concerned about those less fortunate.  It was not the rich man’s selfishness per se which got him in trouble.  It is the chasm created between individuals and entities by one simply not even noticing the existence of the other because the other is considered to be so far beneath or below in terms of value and importance that he or she or it, by and large, does not exist…except as this other can be used to enhance the life of the more prominent and powerful party.  This was what got the rich man in trouble – his conscious and/or unconscious contempt for Lazarus…even after death.

Can we learn to change?  How can we learn to change?  It’s not always easy.  The story tells us that.  The rich man wants Abraham to send Lazarus to his family so they will not experience what he is experiencing.  Abraham indicates that they already have the resources they need to make such a shift…if they want to.  And if they don’t want to, even visitations from the dead will not move them.  I suspect the same applies to us.

The parable…and this is a parable… of the rich man and Lazarus is not about reward and punishment or about heaven and hell.  It’s about the way the world works and what’s wrong with the way it works.  It’s also about the fact that we know better.  But are we strong and caring enough to make it different?

How often are we guilty of unconcern?  Each of us can and must answer that question for himself or herself.  Let me end with a Fred Craddock story (Fred being one of America’s premier preachers)…
I was a graduate at Vanderbilt.  I had left the family and children in the little parish I served and moved into a little room to prepare for those terrible comprehensive exams.  It’s make-it-or-break-it time; they can kill you.  I would go every night about 11:30 or 12:00 to a little all-night diner – no tables, just little stools – and have a grilled cheese and a cup of coffee to take a break from my studies.  It was the same every night; the fellow behind the counter at the grill knew when I walked in to prepare a grilled cheese and a cup of coffee.  He’d give me a refill, sometimes come again and give me another refill.  I joined the men of the night sitting there hovering over coffee, still thinking about my own possible questions about the New Testament oral exams.

Then I noticed a man who was there when I went in, but had not yet been waited on.  I had been waited on, had a refill, and so had the others.  Then finally the man behind the counter went to the man at the end of the counter and said, “What do you want?”  He was an old, gray-haired, black man.  Whatever the man said, the fellow went to the grill, scooped up a little dark patty off the back of the grill, and put it on a piece of bread without condiment, without napkin.  The cook handed it to the man, who gave him some money, and then went out the side door by the garbage can and out on the street.  He sat on the curb with the eighteen-wheelers of the night with the salt and pepper from the street to season his sandwich.
I didn’t say anything.  I did not reprimand, protest, or witness to the cook.  I did not go out and sit beside the man on the curb, on the edge.  I didn’t do anything.  I was thinking about the questions coming up on the New Testament.  And I left the little place, went up the hill back to my room to resume my studies, and off in the distance I heard a cock crow.

The words of Jesus in the Christian scriptures echo the words of Isaiah in the Hebrew Scriptures.  They both speak of good news and binding up and proclaiming liberty and bringing comfort.  Do they speak to us?  Of course they do…but do we listen; do we hear; do we act?  Or do we go back to our usually and relatively comfortable lives, only to hear the cock crow?
