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Today’s Gospel is a Hallowe’en story—a haunting.  But it’s also very similar to the Christmas 
haunting story by Charles Dickens.  Of course you know it. 
 
“A Christmas Carol” is the story of Ebenezer Scrooge, the rich owner of a bank or lending house, 
who is described as “a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner!  
Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-
contained, and solitary as an oyster. . .”  (p. 10) Scrooge shut up his office on Christmas Eve, 
after refusing to acknowledge Christmas, after refusing his nephew’s invitation to Christmas 
dinner, and after refusing to donate any money to assist the poor during the holidays; he went 
home to his empty, dark house.  There he hears a clanking noise deep in the house, he hears 
the cellar door open, the clanking on the stairs, coming closer . . . and is visited by the ghost of 
his partner Marley, who died exactly 7 years earlier.  Marley stands before him, transparent, 
wound all about with a chain made of “cash-boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds, and heavy 
purses wrung in steel.” (p. 25)   Scrooge doesn’t believe in ghosts, but when Marley’s ghost 
gives a terrible cry, unwinds his head bandage and lets his jaw fall off, Scrooge reconsiders.   
 
“’You are fettered,” said Scrooge, trembling.  ‘Tell me why.’  ‘I wear the chain I forged in life,’ 
replied the Ghost.  ‘I made it link by link, and yard by yard; I girded it on of my own free will, 
and of my own free will I wore it.  . . . Would you know . . . the weight and length of the strong 
coil you bear yourself?  It was full as heavy and as long as this, seven Christmas Eves ago.  You 
have laboured on it, since.  It is a ponderous chain!’”  Scrooge looks down; sees no chain.  He 
wants words of comfort from Marley, but the ghost has none to give.  “‘It is required of every 
man that the spirit within him should walk abroad among his fellowmen, and travel far and 
wide; and if that spirit goes not forth in life it is condemned to do so after death.  It is doomed 
to wander through the world—oh, woe is me!—and witness what it cannot share, but might 
have shared on earth, and turned to happiness!’”  Marley had been shackled to his business, his 
wealth, and missed out on the real business of life.  “’Mankind was my business.  The common 
welfare was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence, were, all, my business. 
. . . I am here to-night to warn you, that you have yet a chance and hope of escaping my fate. . .  
You will be haunted by Three Spirits.’” 
 
Like “A Christmas Carol,” the story of the rich man and Lazarus is a haunting story.  A rich man 
had the best of everything—food, clothing, a fine house, surrounded by a gate to keep out the 
riff-raff.  Lazarus is the riff-raff—a poor man, hungry, dirty, with oozing sores, annoying the rich 
man by sitting outside his gate and begging.  Perhaps it was a good place to beg, but maybe it 
was just the only place he could find.  Because the rich man never gave him anything, and 
Lazarus had a life of pain and poverty.  Both rich man and poor man die, but their places are 
completely reversed after death—Lazarus is welcomed and comforted by Abraham, while the 
rich man is tormented in Hades.  And there is an uncrossable chasm between them.  Just like 
the gate between them in life. 
 



Both Marley and the rich man have missed their chance; they have dedicated their lives to 
greed and self-service, and they both end up in eternal torment.  Marley’s ghost warns Scrooge, 
who is visited by the 3 Christmas Ghosts, and then has a change of heart. The rich man wants to 
boss around Lazarus and have him go back and warn his brothers--to haunt them, so that they 
will change their ways and avoid his fate, but Abraham says no.  “If they don’t pay attention to 
Scripture or their faith, they won’t pay attention to anyone, even if they rise from the dead!”  
 
Notice the gates in the stories.  The rich man walls himself off from the poor and the needy by 
living in a fine mansion and erecting a gate between himself and the undesirables.  Marley and 
Scrooge shut themselves up in their work; Marley says, “(I)n life my spirit never roved beyond 
the narrow limits of our money-changing hole.”  (p.29)  Scrooge shuts out all who try to have a 
relationship with him or try to get him to look beyond himself.  The result is isolation, hardness 
of heart, being cut off from all that is good and life-giving. 
 
The Gospel story is our “Marley’s Ghost.”  The rich man can’t go haunt his brother, but he can 
haunt us.  We are given the chance to repent and change our lives.  The Gospel invites us to 
open the gates we have erected against the poor; it asks us to make our business “the common 
welfare . . . charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence” as Marley says.  We are to use our 
resources to those ends, not to making our lives comfortable and cut off.   
 
There is today a huge gate, a huge chasm between the rich and the poor. Three men in 
America—Jeff Bezos, Warren Buffett, and Bill Gates-- have more wealth than half of the 
country’s population combined, around 115 million people.  They each are worth about $100 
billion, while the bottom 40% of Americans, which disproportionately includes Blacks and 
Latinx, has an average wealth of less than $10,000. While it would be nice to think that this 
parable is only for the really rich people, it’s not.  Consider the global perspective: If you have 
just $20,000 in assets you are wealthier than ¾ of the people in the world.  If you own $100,000 
of assets, you are in the top 10%. The parable is for us, for St. John’s, for our own lives.   
 
The haunting story of the rich man and Lazarus invites us to open up our gates.  We live in 
“gated” communities, because they have largely been built to separate people by race and 
class.  We have been taught to fear “others”—the poor, immigrants, Blacks, the unhoused, the 
differently abled.  We move from place to place in our cars and in a hurry— this further 
separates us from interactions.  The pandemic taught us to shop, work, interact on computers, 
further separating us from people on the streets, in stores, in our neighborhood. How can we 
open the gates, bridge the gaps, use our resources for good, building up community and 
supporting health and wholeness? 
 
What if . . . ?  What if we walked instead of driving?  What if we talked to people in line at the 
store?  What if we slowed down and noticed other people’s lives?  What if we paid attention to 
the ways our communities separate us from others?   
 
What if we rethought how we want to use our resources and what legacy we want to leave 
behind?  After my father died, I inherited a fifth of his estate.  Modest, by any means, but more 
money than I have ever had.  Rather than just put it all in the stock market to make more 
money, I have been asking, “How can I use this money to promote good?  How can I invest in 
positive ventures?  Could I use it to even up the inequities between my own White culture and 



the Blacks and indigenous people in this country?”  I have made some decisions about this, but 
the questions are on-going.  They are good questions. 
 
What if . . . we as a church asked these questions about our endowment?  And about our yearly 
budget?  Would there be ways to be fiscally responsible while doing MORE GOOD with our 
money and our resources?   
 
What if . . . we as a church spent more time and effort getting to know people in the Gloucester 
area who are poorer than we, or are recent immigrants, who are divided by race or ethnicity or 
gender identity from us?  What would we learn?  How would our perceptions change?  What 
opportunities might open up for us to partner with others to empower, support, bring change 
in their lives and ours?  Where might we find God already active in their lives?  Where might 
our faith be challenged and deepened? The way through the gates and over the chasms is the 
way that brings life.  For us all.  
 
Let us pray. 
 
Amen. 


