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Luke 16:19-31
If dressing nice, eating good food, and ignoring the poor are the criteria for going to hell, we’re in BIG trouble. I do all three every day! The rich man in today’s Gospel dressed in purple, the most expensive dye of that time, and linen, also very costly, and dined “sumptuously each day,” which means his servants never got a day off. He, all his family, and his visitors stepped over Lazarus daily to get to the party zone. And then there is Lazarus. We are told that he was lying at the rich man’s door, longing for even the scraps that fell from the table.

It would easy to think that this parable is about rich vs. poor, that those who are abused in this life will get vindication in the next. But I think this story is about compassion. And it all starts with the dogs.

In Jesus’ time, dogs were almost as ritually impure as pigs. They weren’t pets, and you didn’t dare go near them unless you were feeding them. Dogs were this rich man’s “home security system,” according to a sermon by Dr. Kenneth Bailey. He adds, “Yet, those wild guard dogs, whom no one but their handlers dare approach, realize that the weak, sick man by the gate is their friend. They lick his wounds. The saliva of a dog's mouth is sterile. The ancients discovered that when a dog licks a person's sores or wounds, healing occurs more rapidly. In this parable the master refuses to help the poor sick man outside his gate - but his wild guard dogs will do what they can. They will lick his wounds. Their master will not help Lazarus. They will. Lazarus' quiet gentle spirit breaks through their violent hostility to humans and they care for him knowing that he cares for them.”

But when the rich man dies, he desperately is looking for compassion. “Tell Lazarus to give me some water!” Oh, now you know his name! Now you want him to be compassionate to you when you totally ignored him on earth! And you want Abraham to send Lazarus to talk to your five brothers, to “haunt” them into being good. No, it won’t work, Abraham says. “If they’re not listening now, a ghost won’t do them any good either.”

Like the rich man, I’m pretty low on the compassion issue. Thank God I did bad in chemistry in high school, or I’d be a nurse right now, telling people, “Oh, quit feeling sorry for yourself! You’re not that sick!” So, instead, I’m working in a Church that champions the poor. How ironic is that?! But, back to the real purpose of today’s meditation…

If dogs can be compassionate, could I at least try it? The last thing—it would be the last thing, huh?—I want to be doing is looking for a drop of water in Hell for eternity. 

