HOMILY FOR THE TWENTY SIXTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

TAKE SERIOUSLY THE SIN OF OMISSION


Today’s gospel parable is about the rich man and poor Lazarus.  This parable has left Bible readers at the end of the passage wonder why the rich man had to go to hell when the passage does not tell us that he got his wealth through dishonest means.  It neither tells us that he did something to cause the poverty and misery of Lazarus nor does it tell us that he committed any crime.  In fact, we are not even told that Lazarus begged from him and he refused to help.  All we are told is that he was feeding and clothing well as any other successful human being has a right to do.  Why then did he go to hell?   

Edmund Burke was an Irish-born English statesman who, in England’s Parliament, pleaded the cause of the American colonists just prior to our Revolution. He is reported to have said “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” Those words are apt not only when it comes to voting, politics and the struggle for freedom, social justice and peace, but they also apply when it comes to our own souls.  Evil triumphs when we neglect our souls and do nothing.  This is exactly what happened to the rich man.  The problem with him is nothing but one of omission.  We often think seriously that we sin only by thought, word and deed and take lightly a very important way through which we sin, namely, by omission.  In the prayer “I Confess to Almighty God”, we say these words: “I have sinned through my own fault, in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have failed to do”, but often times we forget this sin of omission, that is, what I have failed to do.  Today’s parable reminds us that the sin of omission can lead someone to hell.
As it were, the rich man’s sin started when he failed to express concern for the poor man Lazarus who was lying at his gate.  He did not care to know whom the dog was barking at outside.  It is true that he did not cause Lazarus to be poor; or do anything against him, but he failed to do a good deed.  He failed to reach out and share a little of his blessings with someone in need.  His sin is that of omission.  Sins of omission are negligent of duty and being insensitive to the needs of others (Mathew 25:45).

Another question we have to answer about this parable is this: “Why did Lazarus go to heaven?  Is it because he was poor or because he was not taken care of by the rich man?  After all we are not told that he was a good man, or did something very special to merit him heaven.  In Biblical stories of this kind, names are very significant in interpreting the passage because they often convey the person’s basic character or personality.  The name “Lazarus” is the Hellenized form of the Hebrew name “Eleazar” which means “God is my help”.  Lazarus, therefore, is not just a poor man, but a poor man who believes and trusts in God.  This must be why he found himself in Abraham’s bosom in Paradise. 
It will be good to note here that being rich is not a sin unless the wealth is got through dishonest means.  God is not opposed to wealth; being wealthy is a blessing from God.  What God hates is the ill-treatment of the poor by the rich.  This is what Amos spoke against in today’s first reading.  Rich people who use their wealth to serve God in their fellow human beings will still be blessed in the next life.  Poor people who spend their lives in bitterness and envy, refusing to believe and trust in God as Lazarus did may yet again suffer in the next life.  What God condemns here is the intoxication of wealth which makes us feel on top of the world and disregard others; or use our exalted position to oppress the poor; or have love for wealth in such a way that it blinds our eyes from doing charity to poor.

So, our parable paints a vivid picture of what can happen if we fail to be sensitive to the needs of the people around us both poor and rich.  The Good News the Lord is telling us today is to use our exalted or privileged positions to help those in need of food and shelter as well as those who are lacking in emotional or spiritual nourishment.  As Christians, our home assignment that comes from this parable is this: If you feel like a Lazarus right now, battered by sickness, poverty and pain, forgotten by society and by those whom God has blessed with good means of livelihood, continue believing and trusting in God knowing fully well that what you fail to have here on earth, you will have in heaven.  On the other hand, if you see yourself as one of those blessed with the good means of livelihood, look out and see if there is a Lazarus lying out there unnoticed and help him or her.  
