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 It used to be that people made decisions about their clothing based on fabric, or 

color, or size.  They would purchase this shirt or that pair of pants based on ordinary 

factors like whether they fit or kept one warm or cool, or whether the pattern was too 

conservative or too bold.  Oh, clothing designers would place their names on their designs 

– in discrete little labels worn on the inside of the garment.  No one knew whether your 

black pants were from Wal-Mart or Brooks Brothers.  Then sometime – in the late 70s or 

early 80s – all of that changed.  Designer labels were placed on the outside of the garment 

so that everyone knew whether you were wearing a $200 original or a $20 imitation.  

Designer clothing became a status symbol – and some of us have closets filled with 

yesterday’s status symbols – an Izod shirt here, a Members Only jacket there, scattered 

among Ocean Pacific shorts and Jordache jeans.  In the decades since, the designers and 

the items of clothing have changed, but the desire to show off has not.  We are still a 

society obsessed with our appearance and clothing is one of the primary ways that we 

demonstrate how rich, how stylish, how socially prominent we are.   
 

 In today’s gospel, Jesus describes the rich man in terms of the status symbols of his 

day.  In the Roman Empire, purple garments meant royalty and only members of the royal 

family – and those politically or socially connected individuals close to royalty – were 

permitted to wear purple.  There were no synthetic fibers back then, and dyeing cloth was 

not the simple process it is today.  To produce purple cloth required many steps and a 

person who could afford a purple garment – and was socially prominent enough to wear it 

– did so with great pride.  A man who dressed in purple garments and fine linen and who 

dined sumptuously each day was not only rich but was eager to demonstrate his wealth.  

Lazarus, by contrast, was just trying to survive.  Homeless, he spent his time lying at the 

rich man’s door, having his sores licked by dogs.  It is fair to say that wearing a status 

symbol never crossed Lazarus’ mind.  Here we have two people who lived so close to one 

another in life, but who – in death – are separated by a great chasm.  What happened?  

What caused the distinction? 
 

 Jesus doesn’t give us much information.  He doesn’t tell us that the rich man was 

cruel to Lazarus, that he stole from him or caused his poverty or even that he refused to 

help him.  Jesus does not say that the rich man did anything wrong – but he also doesn’t 

tell us that he did anything right.  Jesus doesn’t say that the rich man ever reached out to 

offer Lazarus some food, a bed, some medical care.  Jesus doesn’t tell us that the rich man 

ever spoke to Lazarus, ever noticed him, ever offered him so much as a kind word or a 

sympathetic ear.  The parable invites us to conclude that the rich man was so self-

absorbed, so consumed with his own wealth, with his own social and political status that 

he didn’t even notice poor Lazarus lying at his door.   
 

 Now you and I may hear this parable and respond – oh, those rich people, they never 

notice the hungry, the needy, the homeless.  If I were rich, I’d notice them – but, of course, 



I’m not rich – the parable isn’t meant for me.  Well, by the standards of American society 

none of us are in the top 1% of economic wealth – and, if you are in that top 1%, then I 

would like to speak to you about the needs of our parish and our diocese.  No, we are not 

billionaires – but by the standards of the world, every American is profoundly wealthy.  

For the most part, we have food and clothing and shelter – while such items are in 

desperately short supply in many parts of the world.  Yet even in our own city, our own 

neighborhood, more and more people are living below the poverty line.  Yes, the rich man 

could have given Lazarus at least the scraps from his table – and most of us could be more 

generous with our resources as well.  Beyond physical needs, a society as transient as ours 

has become, with families scattered throughout the country means that more and more 

people are isolated and alone, need our time and attention, a phone call, a kind word. 

Imagine how much it would have meant to Lazarus if that rich man had spoken to him, 

seen him as a child of God, treated him with dignity.   
 

Most of us remember a saint who was born in rural Albania.  She grew up dreaming 

of being a missionary and eventually made her profession as a Sister of Loretto and was 

sent to work in the sub-continent of India.  There she found what she later termed “the call 

within a call” – her true purpose in the midst of her life’s vocation.  That small Albanian 

child, that missionary sister we now know as Saint Teresa of Kolkata.  She dedicated her 

life to the Lazaruses on the streets of India.  She offered them a bit of food, a caring hand, 

a dignified place to die.  She showed the poor in India – and through her community – the 

poor throughout the world – the face of Christ.  The charitable efforts of the Catholic 

Church in North America pre-date the establishment of the nation.  In 1727, for example, 

Ursuline sisters ministered to the poor in what we now know as the ninth ward of New 

Orleans.  Many other religious communities and dedicated individuals followed.   In 1845, 

under the leadership of the Vincentian order, the first St. Vincent de Paul Society was 

established in America.  These societies which are the charitable arm of Catholic parishes 

throughout the world – including here at IC – are organized and operated by faithful lay 

Catholics.  This mission is shared by Catholic Charities and many other wonderful 

organizations that continue the work of those first missionaries and which bring  Christ’s 

face to those in need.  
 

More than anything else, today’s gospel calls us to open our eyes to the Lazaruses of 

our world, of our city, of our neighborhoods.  Like the rich man, we are too easily 

distracted by status symbols, we can become too comfortable, too self-absorbed.  Jesus 

reminds us that we are most like him when we look beyond ourselves, when we reach out 

to help others, when we open our eyes to those in need.  We may not wear purple garments 

or designer labels or have anything that society appreciates, yet we are still better off 

physically and financially than most of the world.  But are we better off spiritually?  

Morally?  In this life we can be grateful that we are much more like the rich man than we 

are like Lazarus.  But in the next life, are we prepared to be like the rich man?  Should we 

not listen to Moses and the prophets and change our ways?  Or will we be too self-

absorbed to be persuaded – even by someone who has risen from the dead? 


