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*PRAY 
 

A judge in New York City was mugged. Later the judge called a press conference 

and made the following statement to reporters, "This mugging will in no way affect my 

decisions in adjudicating matters of this kind." An elderly woman stood up in the back of 

the room and said, "Then mug him again!" She wanted to make sure the judge got the 

message about what is happening in the streets of her city. 

Lloyd Ogilvie tells of a father who knelt to tuck his little boy into bed. It was time 

for prayers and tucking into bed. The little boy began his childhood prayer which he had 

repeated so many times before: "Now I lay me down to sleep; I pray the Lord my soul to 

keep. If I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take."  

On this night, however, the words got mixed up and the child inadvertently spoke 

words of the greatest wisdom he would ever know. He prayed: "If I wake before I die…” 

Then he stopped in embarrassment and apologized, "Oh, Daddy, I got all mixed up." 

Wisely, his father responded, "Not at all, son; that might be the first time that prayer was 

properly prayed. My deepest hope for you is that you may wake up before you die." 

The idea of needing to wake up before we die and truly see things is an 

unfortunate result of what psychologists call habituation. Scientists have measured the 

effects of habituation in the laboratory. For example, repeat a sharp noise every five 

seconds. Then measure its effect on your consciousness. The first sound will cause a 

sharp drop in skin resistance. The second sound will cause a smaller drop, the third still 
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less, as the response of the skin becomes "habituated." In familiar terms, we would say, 

we have grown accustomed to the noise. We are "used to” it. Habituated. 

A noisy elevated train used to run along Third Avenue in New York City. After it 

was torn down, "many people in the neighborhood began to call the police quite late to 

report something strange occurring” unusual noises, suspected thieves or burglars. The 

police determined that these calls took place at about the time the former late-night train 

would have passed these people's houses. What they were hearing was the absence of 

the familiar noise of the train." They had grown habituated to this particular noise. Now 

they would have to become habituated to its absence. Habituation. Growing so 

accustomed to something that we no longer even realize it is there. 

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with 
sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the 
dogs would come and lick his sores.” 
 

Jesus, ever the great storyteller, tells in vivid contrast the differences between 

the rich man, interestingly in this text who remain unnamed, and Lazarus. "Rich man. . . 

purple. . . fine linen." And "Poor man. . . covered with sores. . . longed to satisfy his 

hunger." Jesus wanted the hearers of the story to hear the stark contrast, and the writer 

of the Gospel of Luke wanted people through the ages to see it in our mind’s eye in a 

way that we could not forget. 

And don’t you think the rich man saw Lazarus lying there at his gate? Of course, 

he did. At first. But then he became habituated to the presence of Lazarus. He became 

accustomed to it. Soon it was as if Lazarus wasn't even there. Can that happen to you 

and me? Can we become habituated to the needs around us?  
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We need to acknowledge that we are the rich person in Jesus’ parable. Most of 

us are. We have far more in common with the rich man than we do with Lazarus. We 

live in fine homes. I can look from up here each Sunday and see people dressed in 

purple and fine linen, including myself. There are people in other countries who would 

think they had died and gone to heaven if they visited a salad bar in an average 

restaurant in our community.  

And we should not forget that many of the things we take for granted are really, 

at heart, luxuries. Our ancestors got along quite well without the technology and modern 

conveniences that we enjoy. Most of our lives really are filled with luxury. 

And we have our health. Most of us. Notice that Lazarus couldn't even walk. He 

lay at the rich man's gate. I think it’s easy to forget that people who have good health 

are among the most fortunate people on earth. 

Yes, we are the rich one in this parable, and Jesus knew that the listener would 

be. And so, we are confronted with this question: Who is the Lazarus at our gate? 

Who is it that has a legitimate claim on our attention? Because you see, I don’t actually 

think this text is about wealth and poverty. Our scripture reading this morning is about 

sensitivity to those around us. 

Our world is filled with people who need to be seen. And that’s not always about 

money. People need love. People need recognition. They need an encouraging word 

and acceptance. People need a role model and forgiveness. People need relationships 

and places to start over.  People have a myriad of needs that may go unnoticed if we do 

not look in their direction. 
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It reminds me of the couple who were dining at a restaurant, and one said how 

interesting it would be if you could turn back the clock and live your life over again. 

"Well, you know what I would like?" said the other. "I'd like to be eighteen years 

old, but to know what I know now." At this point the waitress, who had been clearing the 

table, stopped and said, "I'm eighteen. What is it you know?" 

Two years ago, after a year of serving as Senior Minister, I set three foci to 

identify and challenge us as a congregation: growing, intergenerational, and  

mission-driven.  

I chose intergenerational as a “stretch goal” for our church. I have the vision that, 

with a median age of 74, our congregation has much wisdom to share. Additionally, we 

have much strength to offer, both to our community and to our denomination. Yes, there 

are immense financial resources, but there is also great experience and many thought-

leaders here who can offer helpful insight. But there is also a spirit of learning and 

willingness to try new things.  

 For instance, there may not be a lot of 70 somethings who want to go work at a 

Habitat worksite (although there are some), but many do have the financial resources to 

make Habitat builds possible. Similarly, there may be folks in their 30’s and 40’s who 

would love to volunteer but may not have the financial resources to make a Habitat build 

possible. I believe that an intergenerational church can receive the financial gifts of the 

older generation and merge those with the ability to serve of the younger generation 

and create a perfect match that impacts our community for the better.  

Who is the Lazarus at your gate? We know how the story ends. Both Lazarus 

and the rich man die. Lazarus goes to heaven, and the rich man does not.  
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‘Father Abraham…” the rich man cries out. “…have mercy on me, and send 

Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue…”  

But Abraham says that is not possible. So the rich man continues his plea: 

“Then…I beg you to send him to my father’s house—for I have five brothers—that 

[Lazarus] may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of torment.’ 

Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.’ He 

said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ 

He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be 

convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”  

This makes me wonder what the rich man thinks his brothers need to be 

convinced about. Caring for the needy? Welcoming the stranger? Loving the 

oppressed? Jesus does not say. Maybe it is to convince them to wake up before they 

die. And maybe that's Christ's warning to us as well. There is someone who needs our 

attention; perhaps that person is someone in your family, or a neighbor, or the person 

next to you in the pew.   

There is an ancient story about a botanist who was studying the heather bell 

found in the highlands of Scotland. While looking through his microscope at this 

beautiful flower, he was approached by a shepherd who asked what he was doing. 

Rather than trying to explain, the botanist invited the shepherd to peer through his 

microscope and observe for himself. When the shepherd saw the wonder of the flower, 

he exclaimed, "My God, and I have been tramping on them all my life!" 

Perhaps the honest prayer of your heart is the same as the child that night before 

bed: “If I wake before I die…” Look around. Who is the Lazarus at your gate? 


