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 He was such a good guy.  When I first moved to southern California, he was the 

person that befriended me.  He asked me to housesit for him when his family was going 

to be away, so that I could get out of the tiny hotel room in which I was living.  He taught 

me the ropes, he took care of me like a dad would his son.  He loved his family.  He 

adored his daughters and protected them at all costs.  He was good natured with 

everyone and a fun guy to be around.  He lived in La Canada, one of the most exclusive 

neighborhoods in southern California, just around the corner from Kevin Costner.  He 

didn’t wear fine purple linen, because he did not go in for displaying his wealth.  But 

make no mistake about it, Bob had done all right for himself.

 Early in my tenure at my new place of employment, I went with him on a road trip 

to San Francisco.  Once again, he mentored me every step of the way.  One night, we 

wandered through Chinatown.  Not the Chinatown many of you have visited, but the 

seedy, back alley part.  As we turned each block, traveling further and further into the 

bowels of the city, into darker and darker alleys, I began wondering if Bob had any idea 

where we were going.  Knowing what I was thinking, Bob would occasionally interject a 

line into our conversation that sounded something like, “I think it’s around here 

somewhere.  I can’t really remember.  It’s been a while.”  Colorful characters would 

occasionally appear in the shadows, but mostly it was just quiet and eerie.  When Bob 

started changing his tone and admitting that we might need to give this up, I wondered 

how we would ever find our way out.  We had scattered no bread crumbs.  But just then, 

we rounded a corner and Bob said, I think this may be it.  He pointed to a rusted out, 

rickety fire escape going up to the third floor of a very old building.  “Go up here.”, he 

1



said matter of factly.  “What?  Are you kidding?  Where are we going?”, I said.  “Trust 

me.”, he says. “Trust me.”

 I did trust him, because he was such a trustworthy kind of guy.  We climbed the 

fire escape, though I was not entirely sure it was not going to break away from the wall.  

We went into a back door and walked into a dimly lit room with rickety long tables, set 

up in two rows.  Bob said, “We’re here.”  And I said, “We’re where?”  We sat down at 

one of those long tables.  There were three items placed in front of me.  A kind of 

napkin, and two chopsticks.  A guy, who I later learned was the owner of the joint, came 

over to take our order.  During the first serving, I asked for a fork, whereupon the owner 

mercilessly teased me the rest of the evening.  That was the night I learned to use 

chopsticks.  The owner made such an impression on me, that I have never eaten 

oriental food since that night without chopsticks. 

 When I finally got that first morsel of food into my mouth, I could not believe it.  

Never in my young life had I ever tasted anything with such flavor and subtle tastes.  

Not only was it the best chinese food I had ever eaten, it was the most amazing culinary 

experience of any kind I had ever experienced.  It was so good, I could not stop eating.  

Not only was it the best food ever, but the owner had me laughing so much, tears were 

coming to my eyes.  Finally, we were finished, seven courses later.  Seven.  The check 

arrived for all of that incredible food and for our drinks.  There was the total, clear as 

day.  $ 7.24.  Bob said to me, “the office is never going to believe this.”  So the next 

night, to balance things out on our expense report, Bob took me to Villaggio’s, where I 

had the best piece of salmon I had ever eaten.  
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 People like Bob make lasting impressions in our lives.  Their generosity of spirit is 

something we will never forget.  The lessons they teach us stick with us.  I will always 

remember Bob, as well as the lessons he taught me, including the one he gave me the 

next day as we walked down Market Street.  “The key Steve, is to never make eye 

contact.  Look down and keep walking.  If you don’t look directly at them, they won’t ask 

you for money.”

 Bob’s strategy for dealing with the homeless of San Francisco was the same one 

employed by the rich man in today’s Gospel.  If you don’t see those in need, then they 

can’t get to you.  If you don’t look at the poor, then you don’t need to feel bad about not 

doing anything about their plight.

 My first experience in San Francisco suggests to me that the rich man in today’s 

Gospel was also a really good guy.  What my friend Bob did and what the rich man does 

in today’s Gospel is of course, what we all do.  We are good people.  We care for others  

and are concerned about them.  But deep in the dark corners of our psyches, something 

tells us to protect ourselves, to put up our guard.  I believe there are two major reasons 

for this.  The first I will refer to as “compassion fatigue.”  The staggering amount of pain, 

poverty, and pessimism in our world is so overwhelming.  It is virtually impossible to 

open a newspaper, turn on the television, carry an electronic device, or walk down the 

street without being exposed to despair, desperation, and depression.  It was difficult 

enough in the first century to avoid Lazarus in the street.  Now such suffering is 

absolutely unavoidable.  We try to help as many people as we can, but eventually, even 

the most empathetic of us, must begin to protect ourselves, or we too will be swallowed 

in hopelessness.
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 The second reason that all of us are prone to miss Lazarus is what has been 

referred to as the “territorial imperative.”  It is the idea that first and foremost, each of us 

has a primal impulse to establish and protect our own stuff.

 It is territorial imperative that causes us to draw lines around people and property 

and declare it all “mine.”  Parents, you know how deeply rooted this is in us.  We watch 

our children begin with this concept before they can walk.  “Mine.”  We all laughed 

hysterically at the sea gulls in the movie Finding Nemo because they are such a great 

depiction of this deep seeded human tendency.  “Mine, mine, mine.”   

 Territorial imperative causes us to grow up and put fences around our houses 

and gates on our communities and walls down the center of our cities.  We put up No 

Trespassing signs to warn others to not step over the line.  If the federal government 

intrudes on our regional needs and wants, we ask for state boundaries and laws to 

protect us.  We station border agents at the entrance to our countries to make sure 

Lazarus can’t get in.  When threats of war or terrorism break into our country, we 

become isolationists.  We build the same boundaries in our churches, making them 

fortresses to hole ourselves up against the nasty world beyond our walls.

 But as we hear in today’s parable, when we try to separate ourselves from the 

world’s danger and suffering, what we end up doing is separating ourselves from God’s 

love.  The rich man during his life, drew his lines around his property and his 

possessions just like we do today.  It is this territorial imperative that prevented him from 

seeing Lazarus right outside his gate, and continues to provide us a methodology to be 

blind to the hurts and pains of those suffering in the world today.
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 Fence building, beloved, not only forces us to not see those in need, it also 

separates us from God.  Perhaps we cannot stop our inner instinct of drawing lines.  But 

what Jesus tells us is that we can draw those lines so broad and so wide that they 

encompass the entire earth, the entire universe, the entire realm of God.  What was 

once a line then becomes a circle, a circle that puts everyone and everything on the 

inside.  That is what Jesus calls us to today.

 This is, in my mind, where we went wrong as a church.  For all of the critically 

important changes that the Protestant Reformation brought, it too was motivated chiefly 

by territorial imperative.  One of the rallying cries of Martin Luther and John Calvin was 

that we didn’t need any stinking mediator like the church to have access to God.  Each 

of us could connect to God on our own.  As important as it was to make that corrective 

in the role of the church, it had an unfortunate side effect.  Religion became all about 

how to achieve individual salvation.  What do I have to do to get there?  How do I 

protect myself from the dangers of the world so I can get to God?  What sin do I need to 

avoid to attain everlasting life?  Churches became places of refuge for people to 

barricade themselves from the dangers of society surrounding them.  Sacramental 

actions were all about having something done to us so we were protected from danger.  

Territorial imperative.  This is all about me.

 But if that is the purpose of church, then what happens to Lazarus?  What 

happens to all those people who are tired and hurting and powerless and defeated?  If 

that is the purpose of the church, then the suggestion is that territorial imperative is what 

we should all strive toward.  It suggests that we should all be protected from 
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compassion fatigue by building a wall between Lazarus and ourselves.  And of course, 

that is precisely what today’s Gospel tells us must never happen.

 Here then is the dilemma.  The world is full of Bobs.  All of us want to do the right 

thing.  But if we try to do this alone, our natural territorial imperative causes us to protect 

our own stuff and our compassion fatigue begs us to not see all the pain and suffering 

around us.  But for the last 500 years, when we went to the church for help, we 

discovered an organization that felt the same territorial imperative, protecting itself from 

the outside world and teaching us to do the same, telling us that our first concern must 

be our own personal growth and individual salvation.

 Here’s the deal though.  That church is dying.  It is dying because of communities 

like you.  The new Reformation is bringing us a church that protects Lazarus.  We are 

not here at GSP to care for ourselves, to hole ourselves off against the world or to work 

on our own personal salvation.  We are here because we believe we can knock all the 

walls down.  We are here to create a world where there are no walls, so that we always 

see Lazarus and we always work to bring him dignity and respect.  The real purpose of 

the church is to give Bob and all of us a way to get over compassion fatigue.  Alone, the 

abject poverty around us and in all of the world is overwhelming.  We have to avert our 

eyes to not implode ourselves.  But together, together as the Body of Christ, we can lift 

up Lazarus and each other when we get compassion fatigue.  You know, it is a 

wonderful thing when we have a spiritual experience at church that feeds our souls.  

That occurs very often in the beauty of this worship.  But that is not the reason we come 

to church.  Despite what we have been told, we are not here to be fed.  We are here to 

feed others.  We are here on that Sunday when we don’t want to get out of bed, not 

6



because we are doing the right thing or want to save our soul.  We do it because the 

person sitting next to us needs us to be there.  We do it because that just may be the 

Sunday when your friend needs you to lift them out of compassion fatigue or has their 

own bout of territorial imperative.

 The beloved community is all about giving Bob the chance to look Lazarus right 

in the eyes and care for him in the midst of his pain.  It is all about lifting each other up 

when we can’t do it anymore.  And it is all about reminding us over and over again that 

territorial imperative is going to kill us all.  The new church that we are creating is here 

to remind us that we are inextricably tied together in a single destiny, and that if Lazarus 

is in pain, we are all in pain.  The church, that is, you and me, are here together 

because individual salvation is an oxymoron.  There is no such thing as individual 

salvation.  Instead, we are all in this together, or we will all perish together.  

 I do not blame any of you who have given up on the church to be this beacon in 

today’s society.  I do not blame anyone for trying to find their own way in a burned out 

religious landscape.  Those of you who have attempted to find your own spiritual path 

have recognized the deep need for a new Reformation.  Today, there is a new rallying 

cry for those who have given up on the church to ever be relevant again.  It is perhaps 

the most oft used phrase in the world in which I reside.  It is called the spiritual, but not 

religious movement.  The idea is to create a way to explain how someone can be 

connected to God, just not through an institutional structure.  

 Who can blame them?  In addition to all the reasons we have already stated to 

begin such a Reformational movement, let’s add the issues surrounding any 

organization in today’s world.  Institutions are difficult, slow as molasses, too 
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bureaucratic, too hierarchical. Who would not choose to make their own way by 

spiritually caring for themselves? 

 There is a problem here however.  While its intentions are fantastic, the SBNR 

movement has the same issue as what it attempts to replace.  For an SBNR, the focus 

remains on the self.  It is all about attempting to create a spirituality that feeds ones 

soul.  It may or may not be about individual salvation, but it is absolutely about the 

individual.  

 Please don’t misunderstand me.  Personal growth is critically important.  But no 

matter how spiritual we are, Lazarus still starves to death.  Only in and through a 

beloved community can we find the strength to lift up Lazarus and give him dignity and 

life.

 Neither the individual approach of the church of yesterday or the SBNR does 

anything to address the real issue.  Compassion fatigue can only be be relieved in the 

midst of community and territorial imperative can only be taken away when we come to 

the realization that we are all in this together.  

 Spirituality is critical, but alone it is invested in itself.  Religion however, is not 

satisfied with our conversion. It is here to bring today’s Good News to everyone, 

including Lazarus.  Spirituality brings us serenity, but religion mobilizes us to care for 

each other and all of the world.

 Let us vow together therefore, to be both spiritual and religious. Let us make a 

decision here and now to not just be good people, to not just be like Bob, to not just 

fulfill ourselves, but to reach out to everyone who is suffering and lift them up.  Let us 

share those joys and pains with each other so that we may never lose heart and always 
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have the strength to overcome our compassion fatigue.  Let us take territorial imperative 

and expose it for the heresy it is, so that we never build another fence or another wall 

between us and anyone ever again.  Amen.  Alleluia.
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