THE RICH MAN AND LAZARUS
Luke's parable (Luke 16:19-31), as interpreted by William Herzog in Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994), is a powerful message about the "great chasm" between rich and poor and a Jubilee call for economic conversion.

The rich man belongs to the urban elite, the class that controls wealth, power, and privilege . . . The rich man eats as he dresses, with extravagant excess, not just on special occasions but "every day" . . . Such wealth could be obtained only by the systemic exploitation of the poor, and it could be maintained only by their continual oppression.  (117, 128)

Most people like Lazarus began their life where the vast majority of the population was born, in the country, either on a peasant farm or in a village.  A beggar such as Lazarus may have had the misfortune of being born second or third among the sons of the family, and because the family had only enough land for the eldest to inherit, he had to leave the family plot and seek work elsewhere . . . At first, he may have worked as a day laborer in the countryside, tending vines or bringing in the harvest.  But work was seasonal.  Perhaps he tried to catch on with an artisan, but artisans too taught their trades to their eldest sons.  There were just too many children.  Unable to support himself by working as a day laborer in the country, Lazarus probably migrated to the city, looking for work, where he became an urban day laborer.  But time was running out.  The city, no less than the country, was overrun with the excess sons of the poor and with forcibly displaced peasant farmers.  Although this situation suited the purposes of the rich because it depressed wages, it robbed day laborers of any bargaining power.  As his body deteriorated from malnutrition,.Lazarus could no longer compete for jobs.  He was vulnerable to disease.  Cuts wouldn't heal; soon they abscessed, and in time, he turned to begging.  In time, begging became more difficult, and even Lazarus knew that the end was near.  (119)
Death brings dramatic reversal to the rich man and Lazarus.  Lazarus is taken up to Abraham's bosom and receives the care he was denied in life as "honored guest at the banquet of the patriarchs."  (121)  The rich man finds himself in Hades, where he demands mercy of Abraham and service from Lazarus, failing to recognize the latter as kin.  He even asks for Lazarus to be sent to warn his brothers, but Abraham refers him to Moses and the prophets.  This raises the probability that the rich man himself was, like so many of the Pharisees and Sadducees "a keeper of the law" in such a way that he made no connection between spirituality and justice.  They were guided by the Torah of the purity code, by which they were clean and people like Lazarus unclean, not by the Torah of the debt code, with its sabbatical and Jubilee provisions that protected the poor.
1.  Read over the text of the parable several times and consider the details.

2.  Consider the ways in which we face a similar "great chasm" today.
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