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You have just heard the Lord’s parable called “Dives and Lazarus.” Dives is not so 

much a name as a Latin word for “rich man.” And the descriptive nature of the 

parable has inspired the efforts of painters and composers since medieval times. 

On the surface, the parable is about purgatory. This is God Incarnate’s description 

about what happens after death. This is what happens next. You all remember 

Father Stravinskas from his many visits to us. He once told about being a speaker 

at an ecumenical conference. At a coffee break one of the other speakers, a well-

known Protestant, said: “As you know, our Reformed theology has no place for 

any intermediate state called purgatory. But I can assure you, Father, every person 

I know prays for his departed loved ones.” 

In giving us this parable, the Lord Jesus built on an old Egyptian morality story 

about conduct in this life being punished or rewarded in eternity. The story is about 

charity and the insignificance of class distinction in the sight of God. But the Son 

of God did more! His specific message comes in what He added. Jesus tells us 

about the right use of the appointed means of grace in the pursuit of holiness. 

It is commonly assumed the rich man’s fate is eternal. But there is no internal 

evidence to support that conclusion. The Prophet Abraham is simply making an 

observation. Dives is indeed in torment. But that is not only because he lacked 

mercy in his earthly life. In the torment following his death, this man has learned 

nothing in the way of charity or humility. He still thinks he can order Lazarus 

around. And he thinks he can order Abraham around too! “Send Lazarus to cool 

my tongue.” “Send Lazarus to my brothers.” These are indications that, dead 

though he is, Dives is not ready for the life of Heaven. And Holy Church instructs 

you and me our duty and work of mercy is to pray for those who have died but are 

not ready for Heaven. Just because you get flattened by a bus on Boylston Street 

doesn’t mean you are ready to enter the pearly gates! So you and I are to pray for 

departed souls. That is what the Protestant professor was telling Fr Stravinskas. 

“Every person I know prays for his departed loved ones.” Catholics do this at every 

Mass when, in His sacramental Presence, we lift up to the Lord the names of the 

departed. 
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The parable tells us salvation comes by faith, and faith comes by hard work and 

determination, and the application to our souls of the means of grace appointed by 

Almighty God. Faith does not come from spectacular signs and portents, such as 

sending the dead Lazarus to the rich man’s brothers with a warning. In His parable, 

Our Lord says Abraham rejected that idea. 

Working at our religion does not mean going to Ukraine and holding up peace 

signs between the armies! The parable begins with Lazarus at the rich man’s door. 

The opportunity for charity was delivered to the front door like the daily 

newspaper! So the rich man was refusing to minister to the sufferings in a very 

accessible and obvious form. Not helping Lazarus was a deliberate act of the will. 

You and I must see to our own door first. If everyone on earth did that, perhaps 

there would be no global suffering or war. Still, as the Lord says elsewhere, the 

poor you always have with us. Why? They are a gift from Christ, providing 

opportunity for charity. 

It also gets us on a sidetrack if we assume Lazarus had been a good man in this 

life. Nothing in the Lord’s parable requires that thinking. For all we know, he 

could have been a retired pickpocket with no pension plan! The point is, Lazarus, 

like you and me, does not merit salvation. If we did, we would not need Jesus! But 

the suffering of Lazarus aroused God’s compassion. God is like that. And when 

you and I are also aroused to have mercy, this connects us to the underlying 

principle of existence, which is the merciful God Himself. For as the Lord said 

elsewhere “He who brings a cup of water to one of these has done it unto Me.”  

As with all the Lord’s parables, this one is not about Dives and Lazarus. It is about 

you and me. 


