
Twenty Sixth Sunday of Ordinary Time 

The Parable of Two Rich Men and Lazarus 

The Gospel of St. Luke, 16: 19-31 

An old and wise proverb can assist us to open the mysteries of this parable, “Wealth is a loyal servant 

but a demanding master.” This parable is often referred to as “The Rich Man and Lazarus.” But that is the 

wrong name for this parable. It is not about “one rich man” and Lazarus. Rather it is about “two rich men” and 

Lazarus. Abraham mentioned in heaven with Lazarus in his bosom was also a rich man. 

Of the two rich men, Abraham is in heaven and the other, unnamed, is in a place for the damned. The 

poor man Lazarus is also in heaven but we know nothing of his life to appreciate why he ended up there. But 

we do know of Abraham and the other rich man.  

In The Book of Genesis, God revealed himself to Abraham, and this was the first person to receive such 

a revelation from God. Abraham was considered affluent and was also considered generous. He was a man 

looking out for others, offering hospitality to travelers, and welcoming those in need into his heart. Like 

everyone, he was flawed and his sins are made clear in Genesis. But he was a man of faith, and lived his faith 

in generosity to others. Abraham’s affluence opened his eyes to those in need. Abraham’s wealth was his 

“servant” and God was his “master.” 

The unnamed rich man was also known for his affluence, but Lazarus at his very door, desiring even 

scraps from the rich man’s table, is uncared for and even unnoticed. His affluence blinded him to those in 

need. The rich man’s wealth was his master. God was not. You can’t serve two masters. 

In the Old Testament, God’s selection of the Israelites was sealed with a Covenant that became the 

foundation of their relationship. One of the Covenant stipulations stated in no uncertain terms, the Israelites’ 

responsibility to care for the poor of the land. When God entered into covenant with Moses and the Israelites 

on Mount Sinai, God promised to take care of them. They on the other hand, were required to take care of the 

poor, referred to in the persons of “widows, orphans and the alien (foreigner or stranger)”.  

In a world where only adult men had power and authority, women and children without a husband or 

father were helpless and had no one to care for them. In societies that took care of their own, those outside 

the family or tribe and passing through as visitors or settling down as refugees had no community to care for 

them. God’s Covenant insisted His Chosen People would provide for the widows, orphans and aliens as God 

provided for them. “You shall not molest or oppress an alien, for you were once aliens yourselves in the land of 

Egypt. You shall not wrong any widow or orphan. If ever you wrong them and they cry out to me, I will surely 

hear their cry.” Exodus 22: 20-22 

Before the Israelites had a king, the religious leaders were responsible for making sure the poor were 

cared for. This caring involved both direct assistance and justice. Once King David established his dynasty, the 

kings had this responsibility. When religious leaders and kings failed in this key responsibility, God raised up 

prophets to call them to task.  

We might think prophets predicted the future. But their chief vocation was to speak the word of God 

to the kings and religious leaders regarding their infidelity to the Covenant. This was especially true when the 

poor were neglected or denied justice. Amos was only one of the prophets railing against leaders for 

neglecting the poor of his time. Throughout Israel’s history, prophets cried out on behalf of the poor.  

They almost always connected injustice toward the poor with infidelity toward God. That is, if idolatry 

was prevalent in the land, the first sign was neglect or even exploitation of the poor.  “Woe to those who enact 



unjust statutes and who write oppressive decrees, depriving the needy of judgment and robbing the poor of 

their rights. Making the widows their plunder and the orphans their prey.” Isaiah 10:1-2  

“Thus says the Lord of hosts: Judge with true justice and show kindness and compassion toward each 

other. Do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the resident alien or the poor; do not plot evil against one 

another in your hearts.” 

Zechariah 7:9-10 

Only if you thoroughly reform your ways and your deeds; if each of you deal justly with your neighbor; if 

you no longer oppress the alien, the orphan and the widow; if you no longer shed innocent blood in this place 

or follow after other gods to your own harm, only then will I let you continue to dwell in this place, in the land I 

gave your ancestors long ago and forever.” Jeremiah 7:3-7 

In the New Testament, this central focus on the poor and exploited continues. The New Covenant is 

sealed in the blood of the cross from an innocent man condemned unjustly. In the Gospels, the unnamed rich 

man from this parable is one of only a few eternally damned. The others from The Gospel of Matthew Chapter 

25 are also guilty of refusing care to the poorest among us. There are no other references to eternal 

damnation in the gospels other than these two parables, and both for the same reason of neglecting the poor.  

Following the Apostolic Age, The Church Fathers forged a Tradition with their deep faith and brilliant 

intellectual skills. The Fathers further developed this core gospel expectation in their writings. Like the 

prophets, here are two examples of their writings on this issue.  

“The Lord of all asks for mercy and not sacrifice, and mercy is greater than myriads of fattened lambs. 

Let us then show him mercy in the persons of the poor and those who today are lying on the ground, so that 

when we leave this world, they may receive us into the everlasting dwelling places, in Christ our Lord himself, 

to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” St. Gregory of Nazianzen. Circa 350 AD in the East 

“If God is love, charity should know no limit, for God cannot be confined…Let us now extend to the poor 

and those afflicted in different ways a more open-handed generosity, so that God may be thanked through 

many voices and the relief of the needy supported by our fasting. No act of devotion on the part of the faithful 

gives God more pleasure that that which is lavished on his poor. Where he finds charity with its loving concern, 

there he recognizes the reflection of his own fatherly care. In these acts of giving do not fear a lack of means. A 

generous spirit is itself great wealth. There can be no shortage of material for generosity where it is Christ who 

feeds and Christ who is fed.” Pope St. Leo X 

Caring for the poor is most certainly a clear moral absolute in the Church’s life. Vibrant discussions over 

how to best care for the poor are necessary. Such discussions flowing from experience and study can help 

determine those approaches that best serve human dignity and are truly just and compassionate. We know 

that not all the poor reach out for assistance. We also know that not all who reach out for assistance are 

indeed poor. Discernment, prudence and judicious actions are always necessary. 

But inaction, dismissal, or worse, exploitation of the poor are condemned as sinful from a God who 

hears the cry of the poor. God expects His Church to hear the same cry and respond with the same divine 

compassion and justice.  

 No one is asked to help all the poor or even see all the poor. The unnamed rich man was only asked to 

see one, Lazarus, and to find something on his bountiful table to share with him. Sometimes we change the 

world one person at a time and that makes all the difference.  


