
 
You probably know the name Ebenezer Scrooge – the businessman who represents all things 
grouchy, greedy, and selfishly rich. According the Muppets, Scrooge once stated the obvious 
about himself: “I do not make merry at Christmas.” 
 
“That is certainly true,” said his nephew. 
 
Scrooge went on: “And I cannot afford to make other people merry.” 
 
“That is certainly not true!” his nephew said. 
 
After all, Scrooge was pretty rich – the owner of a money-lending business. At the very least 
he could have afforded to give his workers the day off for Christmas so they could make 
merry on their own, but he wouldn’t. On Christmas Eve, he said to his workers, “I’ll see you 
tomorrow morning at eight.” Kermit the Frog – I mean Bob Cratchit – timidly pointed out, 
“Tomorrow’s Christmas, sir.” Scrooge said, “8:30, then.”1 
 
The parable we heard today about the rich man and Lazarus is sort of like a quicker, more 
depressing and hard-hitting version of Scrooge’s story. Scrooge was visited by three “ghosts” 
who showed him his past, his present, and his future. Through the visions they showed him, 
grumpy, greedy old Scrooge had a change of heart, and he was able to change his ways. He 
made a huge donation to charity, he sent  a huge Christmas turkey to his worker and 
celebrated Christmas with him, and he even took a little boy, Tiny Tim, under his wing. 
Scrooge left behind his selfish ways and instead took on the spirit of Christmas, treating 
people with kindness, generosity, and compassion.  
 
Today’s parable starts in a similar way to Scrooge’s story, with the rich man ignoring the 
needs of the poor, sick man at his gate. Unlike Scrooge, this rich man is not stingy all-around, 
but only with the people in need. This guy does make merry, not only on Christmas, but every 
day.  And meanwhile the poor man outside, Lazarus, is just hoping he could have some of the 
rich man’s extra, the bits of food that carelessly get brushed off of the table. Y’know, the stuff 
dogs come by and snap up, or the stuff that ends up in the garbage. 
 
But this rich man is not visited by three helpful ghosts. Instead he goes on living the way he’s 
living, and then he dies, and after death he ends up alone and suffering. 
 
It’s probably worth noting that this parable is not about what happens to us when we die. Its 
message is not “All poor people go to heaven” and “Rich people who don’t share go to h-e-
double-hockey-sticks.” Instead, this parable is teaching us something about God’s heart; it’s 
teaching us about what God wants the world to be like, how God wants us to treat one 
another – and it’s teaching us that one day God will come into the world and bring about a 
huge reversal of fortunes. Like in the beatitudes:  
 

 
1 The Muppet Christmas Carol. Directed by Brian Henson. Jim Henson Productions, 1992. 
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Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God… 
But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. (Luke 6:20, 24) 
 
Or like in Mary’s song of praise, while she is still pregnant with the messiah: 
 
[God] has filled the hungry with good things, 
and sent the rich away empty. (Luke 1:53) 
 
Jesus taught us, over and over, that those kind of reversals are what God empowers us to 
make happen on earth, right here and now, and that’s what this parable is about. 
 
Now imagine you got dropped into that parable before the rich man dies, that you were one of 
the helpful ghosts. Maybe the Ghost of Christmas Future, someone who could say, “Hey, rich 
guy, I know how your story will end if you keep doing like you’re doing. What would you tell 
him? 
 
Think about it seriously for a moment. What would you tell him? Would you tell him to treat 
Lazarus differently? Would you tell him to use his wealth differently? Would you suggest he 
help more people than just Lazarus? And how would you explain to him why he should 
change? 
 
Now that you’ve thought about it a little, let me tell you what the Bible’s answer is… 
 
Whatever you say to him doesn’t matter. It won’t do a thing. 
 
Remember how at the end of the parable the rich man begs Abraham: Send Lazarus back to 
my brothers, so that they won’t suffer the same fate as me. If someone goes to them from the 
dead, they will repent. They will change. 
 
But Abraham knows better. He says, “If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither 
will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” 
 
The rich man and his rich brothers – they are so closed-off to God and to neighbor that 
nothing could convince them to change. The problem is not that they don’t have the right 
message – the problem is that they don’t have ears to hear. Their minds aren’t open to the 
grace of God; their desires aren’t open to the will of God; their hearts aren’t open to be 
generous to others. And if they are not open, nothing can get to them: not Moses and the 
prophets; not the Ghost of Christmas Future; not Lazarus sent back from the dead. Because 
they don’t care. They’re not listening. 
 
We could easily apply this parable to today, couldn’t we? Easily talk about its message as 
people in one of the wealthiest countries in the world, but a country where the gap between 
the wealthy and everybody else is the most dramatic it’s been in at least 50 years.2 We could 
easily apply this parable to our very own Williamson County: the 7th wealthiest county in the 

 
2 https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2019/09/26/income-inequality-america-highest-its-been-since-census-
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U.S.,3 but where almost 14% of our children don’t know where their next meal will come 
from.4  
 
But all those sorts of facts and figures won’t do any good unless we’re also willing to apply 
this parable to ourselves. How do we respond to the people lying outside our gates? The 
people on the street selling the Contributor newspaper? The kids at the school we sponsor in 
Haiti? The people in need in our own communities? How do we respond – and when don’t 
we? 
 
But if we get into those questions, we’ll probably end up talking about the generosity we do 
already offer – we are not like the rich man, we do help!  Or we’ll get into the reasons for the 
times we keep our wallets closed. After all – most of us are bombarded with messages asking 
us to give to charity: mail, phone-calls, commercials, church announcements. We can’t give to 
everything. And how do we know which organizations use their money really well? We’ll end 
up talking in circles…and then we’ll miss the opportunity to apply the more foundational, 
maybe even more important point of this parable to our lives. 
 
The rich man and his brothers were closed-off from God and neighbor. 
 
This parable calls us to be open to God and neighbor. To study the words of Moses and the 
prophets, to study the words of Jesus and the way Jesus teaches us about those old 
prophets, like we are this morning, and to hear the Holy Spirit speaking to us through them 
today. The parable calls us to be open to the way God might be calling us in new ways 
through the needs of others. It calls us to live our lives in openness. 
 
I met a woman this week who told me she prayed and prayed to hear God more clearly, to 
know what God wanted her to do. And she also told me that she realized: even as a single 
mom, she had more than enough for her family. So she decided she would commit herself to 
giving some of her extra when she encountered people in need. And with those two things 
going on – praying to be more open to God and deciding to be more open to others – she 
really started to feel like she was hearing from God. 
 
Driving through McDonald’s one day, she felt God saying, That woman working the drive-
through could really use some of your extra. So she handed the woman some cash. 
 
Later, she felt like God was telling her, Your friend Melissa could use $75 right now. So she 
gave her friend $75, arguing with her until she accepted it.  
 
I’m not telling you this to say, “Oh my gosh! We’ve got one of those special saints right here in 
Williamson County! She hears directly from God.” No, she admitted to me that she’s still not 
sure if all these nudges really are from God, or if they’re just her own thoughts bubbling up. 
But she’s open to the idea that it could be God – and she knows that sharing with others is 
something God tells people to do, it goes along with who God is –  so she’s willing to take the 
risk of stepping into that openness and doing what God might be telling her to do.  
 

 
3 https://www.forbes.com/pictures/5963ed594bbe6f269f7f2e9d/7-williamson-county-tn-me/#7438cc4a3594  
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And that’s what makes her the opposite of the rich man in the parable. She’s willing to really 
live into that risky, generous openness. 
 
We might not all be comfortable with that specific kind of openness, of waiting to hear God 
whispering to pass some cash through a drive-through window. And that’s ok, because God 
works in each of our lives in different ways, because God made each of us different. So for 
this week, just think and pray about what being more open to God and others might look like 
for you. How might God be calling you to a life of renewed openness, not only with things like 
money, but with your time, your attention, your vulnerabilities? Depending on our usual habits 
and personalities, God might even be calling us to be more open to ourselves and our own 
needs.  
 
Since Consecration Sunday is on the horizon, I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention all the ways 
God might call to you through St. Andrew. Is God calling you to level up in your financial 
support of the ministry of this congregation? Is God calling you to try being part of a new 
ministry here? – Maybe something that helps you connect with God and with others, like a 
Bible study, or maybe a new chance for you to serve, like helping with Room in the Inn or 
trying out one of our committees? If you feel a call to do something more, but you’re not sure 
exactly what, I’m always happy to meet and talk with you so we can find a good fit for you 
here at St. Andrew. 
 
But our openness to God and others should not stop at the church store. That openness is 
not a box to tick off of our righteous to-do list. I heard a story once of a young teenager who 
built up all her courage, and asked the man at church who always looked a little grumpy if he 
would come to their youth talent show. 
 
He responded gruffly, “Young lady, I give 10% to the church and I’m here every Sunday. I’m 
doing all I need to do.” 
 
That guy was checking off boxes, but he was not living in openness. 
 
Openness is a way of life, a way of living in relationship with God that also opens up our 
relationships with others. My prayer for all of us is that we will dedicate this week to focusing 
on being more open to God and others. 
 


