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I don’t like to get off I-81 at the Winchester exit: 

you know the one – right there at Jubal Early…I don’t like 

it, because every time I do, I get caught by the light. And, 

every time, there’s a guy standing there holding one of 

those ratty-looking, hand-written cardboard signs: 

“Homeless – Please Help. God Bless” …or: “Lost Job. 

Hungry. God Bless.”  Sometimes – maybe for effect – he’s 

got a dog on a leash resting not far away - or, maybe, 

that’s the only friend he has.  

I’m always in the outside lane – about a foot and 

a half away from his face. Stopped cold. Don’t know if 

you’ve noticed it or not – but that’s the longest stoplight 

in America.  No – the longest in the world – maybe in the 

whole universe.   

Or…maybe not – maybe it’s just me… 

“How long can you pretend not to see me?” I 

imagine him thinking. How creative can you be in 

appearing pre-occupied? You can’t believe how relieved 

I am when the light turns. And that’s when I sometimes 

recall: ‘There once was a rich man…’ 

It might be a couple of thousand years old, but 

the parable Jesus shares this morning is about as ‘fresh’  

as you can get. 

You see: that guy at the stoplight is on the other 

side of a line I’ve drawn in my heart and head to 

conveniently - but, unfortunately, not guiltlessly - 

separate me from ‘him:’ to exclude ‘that’ type from my 

reality. 

Behavioral psychologists label that the 

‘territorial imperative:’ a modern version of the ancient 

drive to establish and protect our own territory. They say 

that’s why birds sing, and insects buzz, and dogs bark. 

Freudians think it’s ‘sex’ that drives all that; other 

behavioral scientists believe it’s a simple desire to 

experience pleasure rather than pain…economists say 

it’s the lust for money and power that explains 

everything we do. 

 But, I think it’s the first: that for human beings, 

this ‘territorial imperative - protecting what we’ve come 

to see as ‘ours’ – is really what makes us ‘tick’ as a 

species.  

To create these "territorial imperatives," we 

draw lines: mental and emotional barriers around things, 

and people, and property: anything we come to declare 

as ‘ours.’ "Good fences make good neighbors," Robert 

Frost reminds us…and, we defend "our fences" with a 

vengeance: from the mental and emotional lines we 

draw ever so tightly around our ‘feelings’ - to bigger and 

broader concepts like “my” house, “my” yard, my 

“town.”   

Some of those lines are thin and permeable – 

and we might let them be breached from time-to-time. 

But, one line – thick as a slab of white salt bacon – and 

just as tough – is the line we draw around ‘my’ money. 

Once in a while, those lines expand even more – 

like when the Ozone Layer starts to fizzle away from 

global warming, and oceans start smelling like broken 

septic tanks, we suddenly draw a line around the concept 

of ‘our planet.’ But, isn’t it funny that – when we get to 

that point, we notice that that which was once a line that 

excluded, has become a circle: and everything is now 

included inside.  

A circle has no beginning and no end. Lines do. 

Remember 10th grade Geometry: oh yeah – theoretically 

lines can be infinite – but, I’ve never seen one; and most 

lines – at least the ones in my homework problems and 

on the tests -  had a very definite start and end – both of 

which I got wrong on a variety of occasions… 

Maybe that ‘circle’ thing’ is something of what 

Jesus calls attention to in today's gospel: the rich man 

drew his lines very tightly: about himself and his 

possessions. and Lazarus was on the other side. Then, the 

story continues: there comes the time when there’s a 

line that can’t be breached and is, indeed, infinite: a line 

which creates a "chasm:" a clear line of demarcation 

which nobody can cross: and the rich man finds himself - 

surprisingly - on the wrong side. 

But, the gospel is that that “chasm” has been 

breached – through the Cross of Christ - breaking the 

power of death and crashing the gates of hell – doing for 

us what Abraham refused to do for the rich man. 

The most poignant part of the whole story – or, 

at least the one I think preachers identify with the most 

– comes when Divees asks Abraham to send Lazarus to 

his brothers to “warn them,” and Abraham refuses: 

“They didn’t listen to Moses and the Prophets – what 
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makes you convinced that they’ll listen even if someone 

rises from the dead?” …a feeling I sometimes sense when 

I step into this pulpit, and catch sight of someone’s 

glazed-over eyes or expressionless face.  

Some people live in perpetual denial – it’s their 

favorite occupation. Some people just prefer not to face 

reality. They like it there in their “la la land” prison – and 

don’t want to be rescued…maybe that’s one excuse – but 

certainly not the only one, and far from being a “reason” 

- that many Christians have become so hard-hearted to 

the plight of the poor.  

The poor aren’t easy to love: many are so under-

educated - thru no fault of their own – that 

communicating with them is difficult and limited. Most 

don’t have anything near the “people” skills the rest of 

us have because they’ve never been exposed to learning 

them. Some – of course - have their problems because 

they’ve been irresponsible. A few are just downright liars 

or they’re lazy – maybe having tried so hard for so long  

to ‘get up,’ that they’ve gotten to the point where they 

think, “What’s the use?” Many poor people won’t help 

themselves. We all know all that. But, there are a lot of 

us who demonstrate similar afflictions. We’ve just had 

better Karma – and more luck. 

Unfortunately, discerning the ones who 

innocently have ‘fallen thru the cracks,’ and those who 

created the cracks and have burrowed themselves down 

in there is anything but obvious: are they “legitimately” 

poor – or just faking it? Is he really a disabled veteran 

who nobody’ll hire, or just an aimless drifter trying to pull 

off another scam?  Who knows? I struggle with that every 

day. So, the easiest thing we’ve found to do is to ignore 

them – building up a complex set of rationalizations that 

make them all – in our heads – responsible for their own 

redemption.  

Just like the man with the sign on Jubal Early, the 

poor beggar in today’s Gospel was an “inconvenient 

truth” – to use Al Gore’s phrase - so easy for the rich man 

to ignore: sweeping past this grotesque “scum of the 

earth” day after day after day – for years, until one day  

they are both unexpectedly “relocated:” one to heaven; 

the other to hell. 

“Father Abraham, have mercy on me,” Dives 

cries out from hell, “send that guy Lazarus to bring me 

water…” To Dives Lazarus is still an object- still a servant. 

It’s still about the blindness of the rich to the lives of 

others. Dives still “didn’t get it.” Some people never will. 

There’s a sign on the West Virginia Turnpike: 

‘Driving While Drowsy Can Put You To Sleep- 

Permanently.’ So can drowsy, uncaring living - and we 

may wake-up right there beside Dives.  We may think we 

have good reason for distancing ourselves from those 

who would take advantage of us, those who don’t look 

like us, or sound like us, or vote like us – but, in so doing, 

we create our own gulfs: so impressed with our own 

opinions, our own success, our own intelligence that we 

draw that line that exiles us from bring reached by love – 

developing a self-justification that so thoroughly 

separates us from God and each other, that others 

become invisible and inconsequential. 

I don’t know: maybe we can continue to live in 

our own little world, and still claim to follow Jesus. 

Maybe Jesus was just kidding when he said, “If you didn’t 

do it for the least of these, you didn’t do it for me.”   

Maybe.  

But I doubt it.  

Amen.
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