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Poverty:  Poor on the Inside? Poor on the Outside? 

 

               Our gospel today is a parable about poverty. In this story there are two central 

characters. One is the rich man who enjoyed all the luxuries money could buy. The 

other is a poor man named Lazarus who was not only poor, but both sick and hungry 

as well. His body was covered with sores…and he just longed to eat the scraps that fell 

from the rich man’s table. 

     Eventually they both did their thing and died. The poor beggar was escorted by 

angels to the bosom of Abraham. Now according to Jewish though, that was heaven – 

the place of perfect bliss. The rich man ended up in a place called “the abode of the 

dead.” 

     From that place the rich man made two requests. One was that Abraham would send 

Lazarus, the poor man, to alleviate his misery. That was turned down on the grounds 

that it was an impossibility. The second request was that Lazarus would go back and 

warn the rich man’s five brothers so they would not suffer the same fate as he. That, too, 

was denied on the grounds that the brothers just wouldn’t listen. They weren’t 

interested. 

      To be truthful, I do not think Jesus was telling this story to let us in on what heaven 

or hell is really like, No, He was dramatizing the problem of ‘poverty.’ And He was 

telling us there are two different kinds of poverty. The first is the obvious kind that was 

endured by Lazarus. He was poor in our traditional, ordinary sense of the word. For 

him, life was a real struggle for all the bare necessities of life. He didn’t have any 

medical care. And apparently, he had no place to call home since he spent all his time 

stretched out at the rich man’s gate. 

     I think it would be easy for us to say that Lazarus was a first century street person. 

We all know about that kind of poverty, don’t we? But, at the same time, we do our best 

not to think about it. Oh, we know it exists. And we know there are people who live 

and die on the streets. But the thought of them and the sight of them makes us very 

uncomfortable. We may feel we need to help them, but we sure do not know how to do 

it. And just maybe we are not willing to do that. 

     I think these street people also remind us of how vulnerable we ourselves are. I read  
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somewhere that the average American family is only three pay days and one serious 

illness away from the streets. That is a very frightening thought. So, as much as 

possible, we avoid thinking about it. 

     The other kind of poverty is not so obvious. It is covered up and disguised by all the 

trappings of prosperity, fine food, nice clothing and a big home. That is exactly how it 

was with the rich man in the story. He dressed in purple and linen. I don’t know what 

he saw in purple, but I guess it was the ‘in thing.’ Well, that is no longer in style today. 

     He feasted on fine food. And, from all outward appearances, he had no idea at all 

about what real poverty was all about. His poverty was on the inside. It was harder to 

see but, at the same time, it was more deadly to the soul. He was poor in all the qualities 

of character that matter most. He was not aware of other people. You wonder if he ever 

noticed that poor beggar lying at his gate. He seems to have little or no compassion. 

And he was unmoved by this man’s human suffering. At least he didn’t do anything 

about it. So, this so-called ‘rich’ man was really a ‘poor’ man. It’s just that his lavish life 

style concealed his starving, shriveled, selfish soul. 

     There are two kinds of poverty. Most of us have avoided the obvious kind…at least 

for the time being. But the future can change that. 

     But what about the other kind? Are we aware of the needs of other people? Do we 

even care about their needs? Do we care enough to try and help out? It is a very sad 

thing to be poor on the outside. But it is even sadder to be poor on the inside. So, what 

do you say? Let’s give ourselves the once over and see where we stand! 

 

*Inspired by Luke 16:19-31 


