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 Rupturing Fixed Chasms 
Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 2016 

Luke 16.19-31 
 I’m delighted to be with you this morning.  Cat and I go way, way back – I 
preached her first Eucharist and she preached my ordination.  She has been asking me 
to come to St. John’s almost since she got here, but we haven’t been able to make the 
timing work.  Finally, a few months ago, I published a book and Cat said, “Okay, look.  I 
know you are doing book events.  So get your buns up to Northampton and come tell us 
about the book!”  And really, how do you say no to an “invitation” like that?   
 My book is called Queer Virtue: What LGBTQ People Know About Life and Love 
and How It Can Revitalize Christianity. I’m going to talk about the book at the adult 
forum that starts at 11:30, so I’m not going into detail about it now.  For the purposes of 
this sermon, what you need to know is that I draw on the academic discipline of queer 
theory, which is all about rupturing false binaries.  Particularly, LGBT people constantly 
rupture – or queer – the idea that male and female are two distinct categories.  Queer 
people may be androgynous in our dress; our marriages often do not include “one man 
and one woman;” and growing numbers of transgender people reject any neat 
conception of themselves as male or female at all.   
 This queer approach to binaries has helped me think in a new way about 
Christian faith.  As a priest, I have long noticed that Jesus challenged false binaries all 
the time: human/divine, life/death, sacred/profane – Jesus queered all of that!  He 
especially did this in his parables, all those amazing stories designed to crack open our 
hearts and minds, getting us to think in new ways about how God’s realm works.  The 
more I peer into our tradition, the more I understand that Christianity is just outright 
queer, constantly challenging us to disrupt conventional thinking, and rupture false 
categories that pit us human beings against each other.   
 In this way, queerness can a valuable lens into our faith.  It helps me when I’m 
studying the Bible and I find it especially useful – this may sound counterintuitive, but it’s 
true – I find it especially useful when I’m working with some passage that feels so 
retrograde it makes progressive Christians like me squirm.  Today’s Gospel is a perfect 
case in point. The parable about Lazarus and the rich man tempts us with so many 
simplistic binaries that it should have little warning signs on it.  For instance, it would be 
easy to hear in this parable a blanket condemnation of rich people and unconditional 
salvation for the poor.  The story might suggest that our economic choices are the only 
ones that matter to God.  And of course there is that stark image of heaven as the 
comfortable, cozy place up there, and hell as the land of eternal torment down there, 
separated by a chasm that is fixed and uncrossable.   
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 Truth is, I don’t believe that Jesus thought that life – or death – was so black and 
white.  So what on earth is he trying to say here?  Can that fixed chasm be ruptured?  
Let’s dig into it a bit and find out.  
 The two protagonists in this story are a rich man who lives in opulence and a 
poor beggar who is dying of disease and starvation.  Within the story, they are foils, and 
Jesus contrasts them with each other to make a point.  But they are not figments of 
Jesus’ imagination.  In his world, as in ours, some people enjoyed incredible luxury 
while others literally starved to death.    
 The rich man dresses in purple and fine linen.  He lives in a house with a big gate 
that keeps at bay those who would disrupt his comfortable life.  This guy is rich, really 
rich.  Jesus tells us that he feasted sumptuously “every day.”  He has established a 
fixed pattern of behavior.  It doesn’t happen that once a month this man fasts and gives 
the food, or the money, to Lazarus.  He sits in his big, gated house and eats more than 
he needs to, every day of his life.   
 Meanwhile, there is this pathetic figure sitting just outside his gate.  Unlike the 
rich man, the pathetic figure has a name, “Lazarus.”  In all of Jesus’ parables, this is the 
only time that he gives one of the characters a name.  Scholars think that the name 
“Lazarus” derives from “Eleazar,” which means, “God helps.”  Lazarus is like the 
afflicted Job, destitute, covered with sores, repulsive to all who pass by.  Whatever his 
life might once have been, he has lost everything.  He is so hungry that he doesn’t 
bother dreaming of fancy, four-course meals.  He would eat anything, and he longs for 
the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s lavish table.  Thus his name is a stark 
description of his situation:  He receives God’s grace and nothing else.   
 Both men meet death, that great leveler of the human condition.  Lazarus is 
carried to the bosom of Abraham, which Jesus’ listeners would have understood to be 
home in its most comforting, most satisfying sense.  The rich man is sent down to utter 
torment.  He calls up to Abraham, and asks for Lazarus to come cool his tongue with a 
drop of water.  The tables have turned completely, and it is the rich man now who is in 
such agony that he fantasizes about drops of water falling from the tip of Lazarus’ 
comfortable finger.  The rich man asks for Lazarus by name.  He knows Lazarus.  This 
is an important detail – he knew that people were starving outside his gate while he was 
feasting. 
 Abraham says the obvious to the rich man, “You had it great while you were 
alive.  Now it’s Lazarus’ turn.”  Moreover, Abraham tells him, Lazarus couldn’t get to you 
if he wanted to.  “Between you and us a great chasm has been fixed.”  Now, this seems 
harsh – certainly to me, struggling to bring my queer lens to bear -- but much more for 
the rich man.  I mean, even if you hold the rich man in utter contempt for his treatment 
of Lazarus, is it not possible in the afterlife to continue to grow, to repent, to find 
forgiveness?  How could God establish such an impermeable barrier?  And here’s the 
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question I bet we’re all asking ourselves: how bad do you have to be to find yourself on 
the other side of it?  So take a moment to note that the chasm is a gulf, an empty space.  
It is the inverse of the solid, impenetrable gate that the rich man used to keep Lazarus 
and his ilk out of his splendid house.  Jesus is telling us that every aspect of their lives 
has been turned on its head, including the gate.  So let’s be clear:  God did not build this 
chasm; the rich man did.  What God did was to fix it, to make it permanent.   
 And that points us to the heart of this parable’s message.  “Pay attention,” Jesus 
seems to say.  “Pay attention to the reality that you are constructing as you live your 
life.”  Jesus is not telling us that one slip is going to land us in eternal hell.  Rather, 
Jesus is concerned with the pattern of our lives, with our posture toward God and each 
other.  I've been told that Eastern Orthodoxy imagines heaven and hell existing in the 
same place. The idea is that everyone ends up in the same location, but whether you 
are in heaven or in hell depends on the person you have become.  If you have spent 
your life seeking after the good, then being near God, the essence of love, is supremely 
joyful.  You’re in heaven.  But if you have spent your life warping your soul by seeking 
your own gain at the expense of others, proximity to God is eternal torment.  It’s hell. 
 That's interesting, but there is still something in this story that bothers me. How 
come Lazarus gets a free ride to heaven?  He is not someone whom we know to have 
been a stand up, generous guy his whole life.  Within the story, Lazarus does nothing to 
earn God’s favor.  Yet there he is, perched on Abraham’s lap, in paradise for all eternity.  
All we know that he has done is to live up to his name and receive God’s grace.  
Which...may be the answer to the question, and to the paradox of this parable.  Lazarus' 
ascent to heaven is the moment when the stark divisions in this story are ruptured. Just 
for a moment, let's pause to note the agency that he demonstrates with this simple act 
of reception.  Lazarus may appear to be powerless, but he has the same power that you 
and I both have to receive God's grace, just as we all have the power to reject God’s 
grace, to reject the premise that we need grace, or that grace exists at all.    
 At one level, Jesus is absolutely talking about wealth and how we use it.  He 
wants us to learn from the rich man. The truth is that there are people starving while 
most of us eat pretty well.  Do you close your eyes to that truth, build the biggest gate 
you can to block your view, or do you open your eyes, step out into the world, and 
decide consciously to put your resources to work to make other people’s lives better? 
 At the same time, I think Jesus wants us to learn from Lazarus, too.  Lazarus is 
invited to heaven, and he accepts the invitation.  He gets God’s grace.  So do you.  So 
do I.  We can walk around believing that there are all these walls between us, that the 
line between heaven and hell is stark.  That is a very conventional take on how the 
world works, and a lot of Christians think it is how God works.  We can believe in those 
walls so much that we help to fix them, turning them into chasms. Or we can use our 
God-given agency to take those walls down, and make God's grace a little more 
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palpably real, for everyone.  It’s kind of a queer idea, but rupturing those kind of 
divisions may be the very essence of what Jesus expects and empowers us to do.  
Amen.   
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