L.  Hello, and welcome to the Silver Chair, I’m your host, Clive Staples.  Tonight, we review the rich man and Lazarus; my guest tonight is Craig Bloomenberg, a renowned evangelical scholar.

Craig, how are you doing tonight?

B.  Actually, Clive, it’s pronounced Blomberg

L.  So Bloomenberg, you’ve come under some scrutiny about your allegorical interpretation of the parables, including the rich man and Lazarus.  That’s what I’d like to talk to you about tonight, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, and your interpretation of it.  So, what’s going on here?

B.  So, what we’ve got here is a simple, three-point parable, which is unique in several ways.  Firstly, it is the only parable in which its actions are not limited to the events of this world, but are carried over into the next.  Secondly, it is the only parable in which a character is given a name.  This has prompted some to see the story as actually not being a story, but actually an account of two people Jesus knew.  However, this is not likely.

L.  And why is that Bloomenberg?

B.  Blomberg, Clive (correcting him), it’s because the parable begins with the same indefinite pronoun structure of Jesus’ other parables, that is, “a certain man was…” and so on and so forth.  The structure is very in keeping with Jesus’ other parables, there is really nothing to suggest that this is anything different.  As well, as we shall see, there’s another reason that Lazarus’ name is given.

L.  Some have argued that the point at which the rich man switches from pleading for himself to pleading for his brothers is a “literary seam,” and indicates that this parable has gone through redaction, and has a two-stage development, what would you say to that?

B.  A two-stage development is definitely not likely.  There is a strong theme of “too late” running throughout the parable.  The rich man pays attention to Lazarus too late, he sees the great chasm too late, he worries about his brothers too late, and he heeds the Law and the prophets too late.

L.  And you believe that this is a strong enough argument against the redactionist fellows?

B.  I do.

L.  You mentioned that this is a three-point parable.  What are those three points?

B.  The three lessons I have found in the parable are as follows:  1.  The eternal punishment of the unrepentant rich 2.  The eternal reward of the pious poor, and 3. The revelation of these truths through Abraham, Moses, and the prophets.  In my book, “Preaching the Parables,” I discuss how to preach on this passage primarily from the issue of stewardship; blessing the poor since we have been blessed.

L.  It seems to me that one of the most striking aspects of the parable is the fact that there is really no discussion of either man’s faith!  Abraham’s response to the rich man seems to suggest that the rich man was punished simply because he was rich, and the poor man was rewarded because he was poor!  What say you to that?

B.  This is of course a very important issue Clive, and one that I address in both of my books.  I believe that the last five verses of the parable tackle this issue.  As the rich man pleads with Abraham on behalf of his brothers, he wishes for them to “repent” (v. 30).  This implies that he realized that his problem too was that he never repented!  And this makes the inference reasonable that Lazarus did in fact have a relationship with God, even if it’s never stated explicitly.  

L.  Hmmmmmm, that seems like a bit of a stretch to me…at this point I would like to open the line to callers, if you out there in TV-land have input to offer Mr. Brownberg and I that would be greatly appreciated.  Could you expound on that last point a bit there Brimenberg?

B.  It’s Blomber-never mind.  I believe that we can quickly conclude that the rich man was not repentant; Lazarus was at his gate every day, he was a man of immense means, and he did nothing to lift a finger.  This strongly suggests that the rich man hadn’t experienced God’s forgiveness, as he was not offering it to the poor-

The phone rings

L.  Well it sounds like we’ve got our first caller!  How exciting!  Please tell everyone who you are good sir.

Kenneth Bailey:  Hello Clive, hello Craig, this is Kenneth Bailey calling.

L.  Why hello there Kenneth!  So good to have you on the show!  What did you have to offer us this evening?  

K.  I would like to point out a couple points concerning both the rich man and Lazarus.  First of all, since the rich man was feasting every day, which means he could not have been observing the Sabbath.  He could not have been keeping God’s covenant Law.  Secondly, when the rich man is talking to Abraham, he asks that Abraham send Lazarus to help him.  He knew Lazarus’s name!  If he knew Lazarus’s name, then he knew Lazarus, but he clearly didn’t do a thing to help him!  This is in keeping with what you said Craig about the rich man having not experienced God’s forgiveness.

L.  Well by Jove Kenneth!  A valid point to say the least!  The rich man did know Lazarus’s name, and yet he did nothing!  This is very insightful.

K.  What is more, I have some thoughts on Lazarus as well.  You see, there’s not a lot of detail about Lazarus in the story, what would give an indication of his relationship with God that would bring him to Abraham’s bosom.  However, there is a detail I find incredibly significant.  The dogs come and lick Lazarus’ sores.  Dog’s saliva can in fact instigate natural healing, and the dogs were probably licking Lazarus’ sores as a way to comfort him.  This shows Lazarus’ compassionate nature and his in-tuneness with God’s creation.

L.  Uhhhhhhhh…………

K.  What is more, I-

L.  Okay!  That’s all the time we have for you Kenneth, thanks so much for your contribution.  (Hangs up) Oh dear.  That got a little out of hand towards the end there.  Sheesh.

Brineberg, before you were talking about the significance of Lazarus’s name, could you would should you elaborate on that further?

B.  Well, Lazarus is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew name Eleazar, which means “God helps.”  What is more, the most well known Eleazar from the Old Testament was Abraham’s faithful servant.  It seems as though Jesus is painting a picture of God’s grace with the choice of his name.

L.  But this grace in a more traditionally understood sense is not spelled out explicitly, would you agree?  

B.  Yes I would have to agree, but I believe that it is implicit for the reasons I have specified.

(The phone rings)

L.  Well it sounds like we have another caller!  Splendid.  Hello, you’re live.  Could you please state your name for us sir?  

Ronald Hock:  Hello Clive, this is Ronald Hock

L.  Ronny my boy!  So good to have you on the show!  What would you have for us Ronny?

H.  I think that Craig, as well as many other scholars, are placing way too much stock in the significance of Lazarus’ name.  It serves little actual interpretive value.

B.  Then why is this the only parable in which a name is given to one of the characters?

H.  It is a striking feature, but one I think of little consequence.  The etymology of the name, which you so aptly describe, is nowhere to be found in the parable itself.  Therefore, it is more likely to assume that you are reading significance back into the text.

B.  (Slightly annoyed) Jesus also does not spell out the rich man’s calloused heart directly either, but it is implicit in the text!

H.  On that note, I also believe you to be reading too much into the reason for the rich man’s punishment as well.  Scholars have a tendency to defend the existence of wealth; rather, you accuse the rich man of neglect, in order to protect your ideology.

B.  The parable makes it clear that the rich man was unrepentant!  It was not merely the fact that he was wealthy, it was that he did not help Lazarus!

L.  Ronnie, I do have to ask you to refrain from using personal attacks on your presumed perception of others’ character.  I believe that’s all the time we have for you, goodbye!  (Hangs up)

(Phone immediately rings again)

L.  Well it seems we have another caller already!  Hello?  Are you there?

Brownlow North:  I bid thee well Clive and Craig, how goeth it?  

L.  Mr. North!  Thank you for joining us!  If you’ve been tracking with us, you know that things are starting to get piping hot here on the show!  What have you to say to all this?

North:  You clearly haven’t arrived at how Lazarus has arrived at heaven.  You see—

L.  Hold on Brownlow, are you sure that this is heaven we’re talking about in the passage, and hell respectively for the rich man?

B.  Clive, if I might interject here, as I have stated in both of my books, I do not believe that we should look to this parable to ascertain a realistic or accurate depiction of the afterlife.  However, it does become clear by what Abraham tells the rich man that the fortunes that either of the men have found themselves in cannot be reversed.  

North:  Say what will you my good man, but Lazarus is clearly in heaven, and there is only one way that he could have ended up there:  Christ man, Christ!   If you admit that God’s Word is true, then you must admit that Jesus is the only way to the Father, and therefore Lazarus must have had relationship with Jesus!  It’s simple!

B.  Um, Brownlow, while wholeheartedly want to agree with what you just said, we are dealing with this specific passage, and in it there is absolutely no indication—(The phone rings again).

Oh!  Clive, I didn’t know we could take more than one caller at once! 

L.  Well, Craig, I’m rather befuzzled, because we can’t…might as well see who it is though!  (Answers phone) 

Hello?  Who is this?

Jerome:  YOU’RE UNDERSTANDING OF THE AFTERLIFE IS WRONG, WRONG, WRONG!!!!!!!  ANATHEMA!!!!!!

L.  I’m sorry, who is this?

Jerome:  WHO DO YOU THINK IT IS CLIVE?!  THIS IS JEROME!!!

L.  Jerome?  As in St. Jerome?

Jerome:  NO CLIVE, THE OTHER JEROME.  ‘COURSE IT’S ME!  AND YOU COULD NOT BE MORE WRONG ABOUT THE AFTERLIFE!!  LAZARUS’ PARADISE IS STILL IN HADES!!!  EVEN THOUGH THEY’RE SEPARATED THEY’RE BOTH IN HADES.  LAZARUS IS IN THE CLOSEST THING TO PARADISE HE CAN FIND, BUT THIS PARABLE IS BEFORE CHRIST’S DEATH AND RESURRECTION, AND SINCE HE HASN’T DESCENDED INTO HADES YET LAZARUS IS STILL IN HADES!!!

L.  Oh my, well that’s a bit of a different perspective then we’ve had thus far, can you defend that Jerome?

Jerome:  DO YOU EVEN READ YOUR BIBLE YOU SCATHING HERET—(line goes dead)

L.  Jerome?  Jerome?  Brownlow?  Oh dear, it appears we’ve lost both our callers!  Things were just starting to get interesting!  Well, let’s change gears here a bit, well, a lot actually, Craig, what do you make of the fact that this parable bears some resemblance to various folk-tales of the time period, most notably a certain Egyptian myth?  

B.  Well Clive, I don’t believe they have really any interpretive bearing on Jesus’ parable.

(Phone rings)

L:  Please introduce yourself sir

George Knight:  George Knight here gentlemen, Craig, how can you say that the Egyptian myth has no interpretive value on the parable?  The two are strikingly similar! 

B.  With all due respect George, while they are similar, Jesus deviates far from that particular myth in the dialogue between Abraham and the rich man, so much so that it is not worth trying to read the parable in light of the myth.  As with the fact that the Jews probably expected Lazarus to be poor as a result of sin, so perhaps they may have had some familiarity with similar folk-tales.  In both instances, however, Jesus would have shattered the expectations of his audience.  What is more, the folk-tales that bear similarity are too similar to one another to pick out any notable details to shed interpretive light on the parable.

L.  A lively discussion to say the least!  Craig, in your books, especially “Preaching the Parables,” you expound at length about the lessons of this parable for us a modern Christians, and how we don’t take the call to care for the poor seriously.  You are incredibly concerned with stewardship.  Could you talk about that for a bit?

B.  Certainly Clive, I can’t help but wonder if the rich man is not given a name so that the hearers of the parable, even us today, can insert our own!  The rich man had so much, and yet did not lift a finger to help Lazarus!  We too, have been given so much, and yet giving to the poor in the church today is abysmal!  When discussing how to preach from this parable, I explain how we need to—(Phone rings)

L.  Aaaand there’s another caller!  You’re on the air sir

Herzog:  William Herzog here (thick German accent), I am sorry Craig, but you know little to nothing about social justice as Jesus taught it.  I myself am such an expert and have taken it upon myself to educate you.  You see, Jesus uses the parables as a means of helping the poor understand their world by means of recodification, and this parable is no exception.  Abraham refers to both Lazarus and the rich man affectionately as his sons, but the rich man fails to see this.  So you see, Jesus is helping his hearers to recode their understanding of the world in terms of a solvable problem; it is part of his mission as pedagogue of the oppressed.

B.  And what evidence do you have to support this theory!

Herzog:  Well, you see, Paulo Friere, while not quite Jesus, is quite like Jesus you see, they both codified and recodified the worldviews of those they taught—

B.  But there’s not a consistent codification to be found in Jesus’ parables, and interpreting his parables in the way you suggest would require some serious exegetical gymnastics

(Silence from Herzog, hangs up)

L.  Well well, what a lively evening!  We need to draw our time to a close soon, but we have time for one more caller.  Is there a brave soul out in TV-land ready for a fresh take on tonight’s parable?

(Phone rings)

L.  Splendid!  And whom am I speaking to?

N.T. Wright:  Hello Clive, Tom Wright here

L.  Why if it isn’t Big Poppa himself!  N.T., delighted to have you!  Simply delighted!  

N.T.  Why thank you Clive, delighted to be here!

L.  And what insights would you have to offer myself and Gutenberg this fine evening?  What is this parable saying to you?
N.T.  Well, Clive, it’s the story of Israel, don’t you know.

L.  Come again?

N.T.  As Abraham brings up the law and the prophets, Jesus’ audience is swept up into the grand story of Israel, the Kingdom come here and now, immanent as a man’s breath in the frosty cold of a new winter’s snow!  Breaking forth as a woman’s labor pains give way to new life!

L.  And you got all that from the law and the prophets?

N.T.  It’s what it’s all about Clive!  Excuse me, I need to step outside for a moment (cut back to Clive)

Cut back to stogie N.T.

 It’s simply obvious is it not?  Does it not leap off the page at you like a symphony come crashing upon your very soul?

L.  Big Poppa I just really don’t see how you arrived at that conclusion, it seems like a bit of a leap—

N.T. A leap of faith Clive!  Of faith!  We are all being swept into this story as we engage and grapple with Jesus’ teaching in this parable—

L.  And that’s all the time we have for today Big Poppa!  Thank you so much for your contribution!  (Hangs up)  

Dear me.  That was…intriguing.  We need to close our show, Gutenberg, do you have any final thoughts to add?

B.  Clive, if you could just please say my name correctly one time—

L.  A splendid evening had by all to be sure!  That’s all the time we have for tonight!  Until next time, I’m Clive Staples, and I’m on a lion.
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