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“Indifference and Interrelation” 
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In the Milan, Italy train station there is a memorial that has been restored within the last 20 years. 

The memorial is located in the depths of the train station and requires an intentional search to 

find it.  It began as an underground mail loading station hidden from public view.  In the early 

1940’s it served as the perfect way to transport Jews in Italy to the concentration camps in 

Germany. 

 

Jews were rounded up, held at a nearby prison before being taken to Station 21 and crammed 

into narrow wooden railcars.  It is estimated that around 1200 Italian Jews were transported to 

their deaths in the concentration camps. 

 

The current exhibit features portraits of some of those who survived the journey.  A few have 

audio and visual components to describe what they encountered leading up to their deportation 

and what awaited in the concentration camps.  Two tracks have been restored, one of which 

features a reconstruction of one of the cattle cars used to transport human beings.   

 

The second track features a video projection of the names of those who were deported, most of 

whom were killed.  In the quiet depths of this memorial you can still hear the sounds and feel the 

rumblings as trains above continue to operate from this station.  It is a stark reminder of the 

deeds that were carried out while people went about their daily activities. 

 

At the entry of this modern memorial to the victims of the Holocaust is a concrete wall in which 

the Italian word, “Indifferenza” is carved.  One of the survivors addressed the meaning of this by 

noting that it was human indifference that made it possible for these atrocities to be carried out.  

Though hidden from public view, there were people who knew, people who were aware of what 

was happening at Station 21, people who chose to turn a blind eye to the atrocities.  The word 

indifference stands as a testimony to the ability for evil to be carried out unabated when we turn 

a blind eye to the injustices around us. 

 

But before I continue to our text this morning, I want to offer one word of help.  There are limits 

to what we can do.  None of us can do it all.  There are some folks here whose passion is 

environmental care and I hope my words and actions show that this is consistent with a vibrant 

faith.  And there are people whose passion is inclusion for the LGBTQ community and I am 

grateful for that.  There are people who dedicate their lives to the health and wellbeing of 

children in many different forms and Jesus certainly encouraged this in his ministry.  There are 

people who want to address issues of hunger and poverty and this is a great place to express your 

faith.  There are a lot of places and ways to dedicate your time and live out your faith and that 



passion will vary from person to person.  But what I want to avoid is the sense that any of us 

must be the superhero who tries to resolve all the world’s problems.  That will always prove 

impossible and leave you weary and discouraged.  A discussion about indifference does not 

presume that you will be active in every cause, march in every protest, donate to every cause.  

The solution to indifference is not found in overcommitment to the point of losing oneself.  The 

solution to indifference is compassion that recognizes the equal humanity of all those around us 

and a thread of connection that makes us all one family. 

 

With that caveat, however, let’s turn to today’s reading.  Today’s parable is a part of a larger 

collection of parables we have been looking at in recent weeks.  Jesus tells a parable about the 

significance of a lost sheep and a shepherd that is willing to search near and far for that one 

precious, lost sheep.  There is a parable about a coin that might seem insignificant, but it is of 

great value to the one who has lost it.  There is a parable about a son who leaves his father to 

establish a life on his own, only to fail in the process.  He returns home defeated and ashamed, 

but his father greets him with a celebration.   

 

This is followed by a parable about a rich man who suddenly loses everything and his world is 

turned upside down.  Where once he was well-to-do, now he is facing the prospect of losing it 

all.  A common thread within these various parables is the importance of all things.  A lost sheep, 

a lost coin, a wayward son, a man whose life changes in an instant.  They are all important.  They 

are all valuable.  

 

Within that context, Luke slips in one more parable.  Today’s parable begins by introducing us to 

the two characters.  The first character is an unnamed man who is financially well to do.  He 

lives in a gated home, he dresses in purple and wears fine linens and has plenty of food to eat 

every day.   

 

The second character is the only one in any of Jesus’ parables to be given a name.  That name is 

significant.  The man is named Lazarus, which means “God helps.”  Tragically, what we will see 

is that no one else helps Lazarus.  He is poor and alone.  He lives at the gates of the rich man but 

every time the rich man comes and goes he fails to notice Lazarus.  Maybe he looks the other 

way.  Maybe he ignores the cries of this man.  Maybe he chooses another entrance and exit to 

avoid confronting the poverty at his doorstep.   

 

In the next act of the parable, each of the characters dies.  The circumstances of their deaths are 

not deemed important, it is sufficient to say that they died.  But the outcomes are vastly different.  

Jesus says that when Lazarus died, an angel of the Lord came to carry him to a place of peace 

and comfort.  When the rich man died, however, all that is noted is that he was buried.   

 

Then comes the culmination of this parable.  The tables have been turned on these two 

characters.  The poor man who struggled so much in life is surrounded by comfort and care.  But 

the rich man is now tormented and uncomfortable. 

 

Though the parable continues, I want to stop there because the important points we need are 

present in what we have heard thus far.  Much like last Sunday, I want to clarify what this 

parable is not about.  Though it has often been used as a parable about the dangers of being 



wealthy, at its heart, this is not a parable about wealth.  One could easily argue that it is about 

what we do with our wealth, but it is not a parable condemning wealth.  Rather, it is about 

indifference.   

 

The sin of the rich man is not his material wealth but his indifference to the need around him, 

personified by Lazarus.  A subtle cue that occurs later in the parable is that the rich man asks 

Abraham to have Lazarus quench his thirst.  Along with treating Lazarus like a servant, the 

importance of this is that the rich man knew that Lazarus was there, he even knew his name.  But 

day after day, he ignored his needs, he ignored his circumstances, he had the ability to impact his 

poverty, but he chose to do nothing.  The sin here is not wealth, it is indifference. 

 

Having identified the issue, the more important question is to find solutions.  What is the point 

Jesus is making with this and related parables?  What are we to take away from this?  One of the 

great preachers of the past century, George Buttrick, noted that the solution is deeper than simple 

charity.  He preached, “The story offers no support to the glib assumption that [the rich man] 

would have fulfilled all duty had he dressed Lazarus’ sore and fed his hunger.  True charity is 

more than flipping a coin to a beggar; it is not spasmodic or superficial.  Ameliorations such as 

food and medicine are necessary, but there is a more fundamental neighborliness.”  It is what I 

would call a recognition of our interrelationships.  We are not isolated individuals.  We are a part 

of a community.  We belong together.  To paraphrase the teachings of Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Jr. what happens to one happens to all.  What we do to one, we do to all.  This story is about the 

dangers of indifference and the encouragement toward interrelation.  When we operate from a 

perspective of indifference, we care only about ourselves.  When we operate from a perspective 

of interrelation, we discover that what helps one helps all.   

 

In his beautiful novel, “Plainsong” Kent Haruf tells about the fictional town of Holt, Colorado 

and its inhabitants.  As the novel progresses, we begin to see how these seemingly independent 

lives are woven together with common threads that link them together as a vibrant community. 

 

One of those characters is a high school student, Victoria. When she tells her mother that she is 

pregnant, she is thrown out of her home.  She goes to the only safe place she can think of, one of 

her teachers.  She is safe for the night, but this is not a long-term solution.   

 

After much thought, a very unlikely possibility emerges.  Two elderly bachelor farmers are 

approached about taking the girl into their home.  They are dependable, have plenty of room and 

would provide a safe haven for her.  But they find this preposterous.  Never having been married 

or having children, they feel ill-prepared for the task.  Because they are kind souls, their first 

thought is to offer financial support which is nice, but doesn’t really address the deeper need.  

One of the brothers notes that giving money would be a lot easier, but the teacher replies with a 

wry smile, “Yes, it would.  But not nearly as much fun.”  The brothers agree to think about it. 

 

In the darkness of the night the brothers are turning in for the night and Raymond suggests that 

they take the girl in to their home.  Harold argues against the idea saying, “Think of us.  

Crotchety and ignorant.  Lonesome.  Independent.  Set in our ways.  How you going to change 

now at this stage of your life?” 

 



“I can’t say,” Raymond said.  “But I’m going to.  That’s what I know.” 

 

Harold puts up one last bit of resistance saying, “This aint going to be no [goshdarn] Sunday 

School picnic.” 

 

The softhearted Raymond ends the argument by saying, “No it aint, but I don’t recall you ever 

attending Sunday School either.” 

 

Their first weeks together are met with challenges.  Veronica begins to clean up their old home 

and decorate it.  She cooks decent meals for them and their silent evenings change to dinners 

with conversations about one another’s days.  But what begins to occur is a mutually beneficial 

arrangement of care for one another.  In ways they never expected, they become a family 

together.  And when you think about what brought them together and the ways in which the 

brothers could have said that this was not their problem to resolve, they could have ignored the 

need, the story becomes one that illustrates the gifts that can be found when we reach out to one 

another. 

 

That is why I said that the context of this parable is essential to understanding its point.  A lost 

coin is important.  A lost sheep is important.  The impoverished man living outside the gates is 

important.  And yes, the man dressed in purple and wearing fine linens is important.  In God’s 

kingdom, there are no unimportant people.  There is no one to be overlooked.  There is no one 

deemed insignificant.   

 

In this parable, Jesus is inviting us to a new way of looking at life.  It is not a life of indifference 

where we avoid the community and needs of those around us.  It is a life of interrelationship, that 

invites us to view all of those around us as important and valuable, including ourselves.  If one 

matters then all matter.  The people we know by name and those who are still strangers to us.  

Those who think and act like us and those who do not.  The teenager and the senior citizen.  The 

person who lives down the street and the one who lives halfway across the world.  This parable 

is about the broader message of Jesus’ teaching that invites us to love all people, to care for all 

people, to recognize that we are all beloved children of God.  To help any one person, to lift 

them up, to treat them with love and kindness will have an impact upon us all.  Jesus invites us 

all to a way of living that recognizes the importance of all people.      


