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We are fascinated by voices from beyond the grave. It’s why people are drawn to seances and Ouija 
boards. It’s why ghost stories told around campfires hold such power and appeal. It’s why the paranormal 
remains a popular genre of entertainment from Ghostbusters to The Exorcist to Scooby Doo. We are both 
drawn to and repelled by these stories. But at their most alluring, voices from beyond the grave feel like a 
peek behind the curtain, a glimpse into the inaccessible and mysterious.  
 
Perhaps that’s the power of this parable of the rich man and Lazarus. It is at the same time compelling and 
confusing, captivating and disturbing. We encounter both of these men from beyond the grave, their fates 
sealed. Their experience in death is as divergent as their experience in life. And just as they were bound 
by proximity in life, they are separated by a great chasm in death. Lazarus lay starving outside the rich 
man’s gate, even as the wealthy man feasted sumptuously day after day. And now Lazarus resides in the 
great comfort of the angels, while the unnamed rich man remains tormented in Hades.  
 
Speaking of ghosts and voices from beyond the grave, there’s an element of this parable that reminds me 
of the opening scene of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. On Christmas Eve, Ebenezer Scrooge leaves his 
business, Scrooge & Marley, after grudgingly agreeing to give his long-suffering assistant Bob Cratchit 
the next day off to spend Christmas with his family. Scrooge takes his miserly soul home when he 
encounters the ghost of his late business partner, Jacob Marley. Marley’s ghost is bound by heavy rattling 
chains — he’s been wandering the earth for the past seven years as punishment for his sins against 
humanity. And he announces that in his misery, he’s come from beyond the grave to save Scrooge from 
this very same fate. 
 
In Jesus’ parable, the rich man who has been banished to eternal punishment, begs Abraham to send 
Lazarus to his father’s house “for I have five brothers,” he says, “that he may warn them, so that they will 
not also come into this place of torment.’” The rich man, now that his eyes have been opened, is pleading 
for a version of Marley’s ghost to visit his family.  
 
Of course, that’s where the similarity ends. Scrooge gets visited by the three ghosts of Christmas Past, 
Present, and Future, and has a conversion experience that changes his life. While the rich man is told, in 
effect, that such messengers have already been sent in the form of Moses and the prophets — and their 
messages of repentance and compassion for the less fortunate have been utterly and roundly ignored.  
 
In a sense, Jesus offers us the ultimate voice from beyond the grave. One who has died and risen and 
abides with us still. In fact, in the first days after the resurrection, when the risen Lord appeared to the 
disciples, they were convinced they’d seen a ghost. And they were terrified. Until Jesus calms them with 
his initial message from beyond the grave: “Peace be with you.”  
 
Peace. That’s Jesus’ message to us from beyond the grave. Peace to your troubled soul; peace to your 
anxious heart; peace to the turbulent places in your life. “Peace be with you.”  
 
But this isn’t the peace of escapism or avoidance. This isn’t the peace that pats your hand and says “there, 
there” and tells you everything will be alright; because, frankly, sometimes everything is not alright. 
Sometimes life tears you down, sometimes life leaves a giant hole in your heart. No, this is the peace that 
passes all understanding; the peace that lets you know that Jesus is with you even when everything falls 



 

 

apart; the peace that drives us out of our comfort zones; the peace that is not always comfortable but is 
always comforting; the peace that reminds us that even when we have trouble loving ourselves, Jesus 
loves us with reckless abandon. That’s the peace that Jesus is talking about; a peace that transcends even 
our greatest fears. And it’s the peace that we all so desperately need. 
 
There’s a large beer truck I often see unloading cases outside the Liberty Grill when I walk over to the 
coffee shop. On the side, it depicts a warm and inviting tropical beach with a bright blue sky and a big 
bottle of Corona with the accompanying lime next to it. The text plastered on the side of the truck is “Find 
Your Beach.” Now, I’m not gonna lie. On a cold day, when things haven’t quite been going my way, that 
image is compelling. It makes you want to dive in and escape the worries of this world.  
 
But Jimmy Buffett escapism is not the kind of peace Jesus is talking about. And I think we sometimes 
confuse comfort with peace. Just because you’re surrounded by creature comforts, doesn’t mean you’re at 
peace. Look no further than the celebrity dysfunction spread all over the tabloids. Similarly, despite his 
vast wealth, I doubt that in his lifetime the rich man in this story was truly at peace. Well, maybe that beer 
truck kind of peace, but not the kind of deep abiding peace that only comes through right relationship with 
God. 
 
Now, maybe you’ve heard the term “conflict avoidance” — that’s the psychological concept of finding 
methods of avoiding tackling difficult subjects head on. It may be changing the subject or hoping it’ll just 
go away. But I think just as prevalent for most of us is discomfort avoidance. We spend much of our 
energy avoiding things that make us uncomfortable. Which is why we so often talk about our “happy 
places,” whether that’s the beach or sitting in our leather recliner watching football or eating mint 
chocolate chip ice cream and scrolling through Facebook in bed.  
 
The rich man in this passage is an inveterate discomfort avoider. He loved to feast sumptuously and wear 
beautiful, comfortable clothing. But discomfort avoidance also means not wanting to be confronted by 
people in need; not wanting to see the pain and suffering in our midst. And that’s where this passage 
convicts us. We often go out of our way to avoid laying eyes upon the weak and vulnerable; we keep 
them at arm’s length, as if the condition may be somehow contagious. And many of us, by virtue of our 
privilege, are able to avoid contact with people like Lazarus. Even as he metaphorically lies starving 
outside our gates, longing to satisfy himself with the scraps that fall from our tables. 
In response to this gospel, we may not, like St. Francis, be called to give up all our worldly possessions 
and give them to the poor. But there are small things we can do to follow Jesus each and every day. 
Opportunities abound to love God and love neighbor. We only need open our eyes to the injustice in the 
world, and then open our hearts to seek and serve Christ in all persons. 
 
After this morning’s service, we will be offering an informational session about our 10-part series on race 
and racism called Sacred Ground. It would be easy to ignore the conversation in the name of discomfort 
avoidance. First of all, this is a big commitment! And make no mistake, there will be challenging, 
uncomfortable truths that will emerge about our nation, our world, and our own participation in systems 
which have long subjugated others. This isn’t about guilt, but awareness. I know many of us would rather 
not have these conversations, but I also know that we must. And I encourage you to join me on this 
journey of discovery. We will come out the other side a stronger, more understanding, more 
compassionate, and more faithful community.  
 
Peace be with you. 


