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Bishop S. Sipuka

Most of us present here have more years behind us than we have ahead, which means that
in fewer years than we have lived, we shall die. Even those of us still young, like me and my
fellow young people here, because death can suddenly strike the old and the young
unexpectedly, no one is safe. With this consciousness, one of the invocations in the Litany of
the Saints makes sense “From sudden and unexpected death, deliver us, O Lord”. Yet pray
as much as we can; we shall die, even us young ones.

Therefore, it is wise to stay prepared for death, beginning with the practical aspect of having
a will so that when we die, those close to us will know how to bury us and distribute our
property to some people and the Church. We should not forget the Church in our wills
because after we are gone, the Church will need money and property to continue its work.
This, in my book, applies not only to the lay people but also to bishops, priests and religious
as well. Let us not leave everything to family members but to the Church as well to continue
its work after we are gone.

This issue of the certainty of death is the first point of today’s parable from the Gospel. The
rich man, who has no name because he had defined himself as an eater, forgot that his
ability to eat would come to an end when he dies. Let us not forget that we shall die.

The second point of the parable is that after death, which is sure to come, there will be
some accountability about our life on this other side. That accountability will not only be
about the wrongs we have done but also about the good we failed to do. As we heard from
the conversation between Abraham and the rich man after he had died, he was not
condemned because he was rich and ate well, and there is no suggestion that he got his
wealth by robbing anybody.

His sin is that he did nothing about the plight of Lazarus. He was indifferent to the need of
Lazarus’ hunger at his door. The rich cannot claim ignorance about Lazarus’ situation
because he was at his gate while stuffing himself. The rich man knew about Lazarus but
chose to do nothing.

Sometimes we may struggle with the material for confession because we cannot think of
anything wrong we have done. One may think to oneself, “I did not fail to go for Mass, I did
not fail to pray, I did not steal, I did not fornicate, I did speak ill of anyone, I did not cheat”,
and so I do have no material for confession and may even feel a little self-righteous because
there is nothing wrong that I have done.

What about the good that I have failed to do? In the penitential rite, we say it all the time, “I
have greatly sinned in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have
failed to do”. We sin both by commission and omission. That which I have failed to do is
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also sinful as the wrong I have done and will have consequences for the day of judgement as
Jesus tells us in Mt 25, “ as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to
me, depart therefore from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire”.

In today’s first reading, the Prophet Amos has a similar message for the complacent upper
class of Zion who “lye on beds ivory, eat lamb meat, listening to fine music, drinking the best
wine and massaging themselves with exotic oils while about the ruin of Joseph they do not
care at all”. And because of their indifference to the poor, Amos assures these rich people
that they will be sent into exile.

Without taking away the value of these readings for calling the rich to stop their insensitivity
and exploitation of the poor, these readings are also an invitation to all of us, rich or not rich,
to apply them to our own lives and context. While we may not be rich in terms of having
excessive material things, there is always something in which we are better than the other,
and in that thing in which we are richer than the other, there will always be a Lazarus at our
gate in need of it. Each of us has our own Lazarus to whom we are called to respond, and we
neglect that call to our own peril.

And this call to recognise and respond to our Lazarus can manifest in three ways. The first
and most common one is to react personally to Lazarus at our door on a one-to-one basis.
We must respond to the person presenting himself or herself with a need directly and
immediately and do what we can on the spot instead of giving excuses.

This immediate and spontaneous response does not waste time in speculation and thinking
but immediately reacts to the need as Jesus did when he saw the crowds “who were like
sheep without a shepherd and began to teach them” (Mk.6:34). And when he agonised
about sending the crowds away because “If I send them home hungry, they will collapse on
the way, because some of them have come a long distance” (Mk. 8:3).

The second way of reacting to our Lazarus is through an organised response, which takes
the form of a charity organisation. This response has led many saints and faithful to found
and support thousands of charity organisations. And so, in addition to a personal response,
which every Christian must do, one may decide to found or align oneself with a movement
or organisation that responds to the Lazarus of our situation in a more continuous and
sustainable manner.
The third and final way is to ask why there is a poor Lazarus in the first place. This third way
of responding will lead us to seek to address the systemic reasons for Lazarus to be needy,
where one engages with systems, be they social, economic, or political, that give rise to the
situation of poor Lazarus.

So, we have the personal, organised, and structural responses to Lazarus at our doors, three
possible ways of responding to our Lazarus. The personal response is something obligatory
for all Christians. In the face of a need, no one who considers himself or herself Christian can
say, “there is nothing that I can do”.
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In addition to that personal mandatory personal response, depending on our character, one
may also react through an organised response of charity organisation or fight against
systems that create conditions of a poor Lazarus.

Some of us may be like Mother Theresa, whose personality disposition is not inclined to
question the systems, to march or write statements or lobby or sit in or toy-toy against
systems but to mobilise others to get involved in an organised charity response. Some of us
who have fire-brand personalities will take the systems on and ask the question, why is
Lazarus poor? Some of us may have both the gift to organise charities and fight the system.
The main thing, though, is that in addition to the obligatory personal response, each one of
us must identify and engage with one or both of the other two responses to one’s Lazarus.

This 13th IMBISA plenary meeting has identified its Lazarus as the youth, and it must do so at
a personal, organised and systemic level. The priests are the best-placed people to respond
to young people personally because they interact with them daily in their parishes. But from
what I have learnt, many priests are not available to young people; they do not know their
names, and they do not spend time being with them and listening to them.

From the discussions that we have had during this plenary, we have discovered that young
people are not saints; they have many flaws. They have an entitlement attitude that the
world owes them, they think that because they are young, they know everything and we old
ones are stupid, they are lazy and want quick results without hard work, they think in front
of themselves and have no sense of the long term consequences of their action, they strive
after pleasure and have no appreciation of a life of sacrifice, they are abusive to their
parents and grandparents causing them stress and high blood pressure. The only legacy of
their parents that they carry is the name and not the good works and the noble causes for
which their parents stood. They reap where they have not sown.

Their inertia leads them to boredom that gives the devil the opportunity to use them,
turning them into drug addicts, tavern patrons, practitioners of crime and people of lose
morals. They sit and wait for salaried jobs and fail to use the opportunities in front of them.

This is what we old people say about you young people, but what right do we have to say
these things when we do not know you? If, as Church, we do not have a personal touch with
you, if we do not listen to you and understand what leads you to do these things, our saying
these things is only condemnation, whereas if we know you, if we have time for you, our
saying these things will be coming out of a concern to correct and save you and you will
listen to us.

In his homily on Friday, the Nuncio, alluded to the fact that listening provides one the
opportunity to challenge the other person because you have heard. We have no right as old
people to challenge young people when we do not have time for them. Fine sermons will
not cut it in getting our youth on the right way if we do not have time for them. Many young
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people today have broken families and backgrounds with no one to turn to and listen to
them. The providence of celibacy with no families of our own to take care of is that we
priests and religious would be available for the young people in these trying times of today.

I bless those priests and religious who give time to young people to know and listen to them.
I appeal to those priests and religious of our region who spend their time entertaining
themselves and do very little, if at all, to be present to young people. If I were to propose
one resolution for this plenary, it would be to make sure that priests and religious are
available to young people.

Perhaps when we make time for this personal response to our Lazarus of the young people,
it will be easier for us to respond to them at the second and third levels of organisation and
system. Organisational response to the Lazarus of our youth requires sacrifice and creativity;
we will only be able to do that when we know our youth and their struggles. If we have time
for young people, we will understand that in addition to their sinfulness which makes them
do these bad things, there are also some structural or systemic factors that contribute to
their waywardness.

These structural factors include the wars that we adults induce and fight and force young
people to part of them, and after the wars, dump them. Young people bear the brunt of our
selfishness when they get used as drug mules and get addicted to the drugs with which we
make money. They are victims of the depraved desires of adults and get used for
prostitution by the old men. They are trafficked and sold for their youthful body organs and
many other forms of exploitation and dehumanisation. In Church, we not only ignore young
people but we betray their trust and sexually abuse them.

Then we have the global economy that tantalises them and gives them false promises that
they can never attain while it uses them to maintain itself for the benefit of the few. The
shining gadgets we love as adults are allegedly produced from child labour, where children
dig with their bare hands the minerals used to make cell phones and computers that we buy
and use without thinking about where they come from.

Today’s readings call us to respond to Lazarus in any form that Lazarus presents himself or
herself. Given our share of responsibility as adults about the state of our youth today, our
call to respond to Lazarus of our youth is even more forceful because the present state of
our youth is our own making. There is, therefore, no room for self-righteousness and
blaming. Let us begin in our response to the Lazarus of our young people by being available
to them and listening to them.

While as adults, we have identified you, young people, as our Lazarus and taken some
responsibility for the state in which you are, on your side, you must also take responsibility
for what you have become. Much as we adults and your parents have messed you up; you
still can make a choice and do the right thing because you are created with freedom. Accept
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your responsibility and go to confession if you need to, and get with life in doing the right
things, but do not wallow in guilt; move on.

From now on, use your freedom to choose whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is
right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable and whatever is excellent
or praiseworthy” (Phil. 4:8). With this disposition, identify your own Lazarus and personally
respond to him or her or it.

Even though your life may be difficult, you still have your Lazarus to respond to. Part of the
reason you are so morosed and stressed is that you are too self-focused; everything
revolves around you, you feel sorry for yourself, and you are not outward-looking. Search
for your Lazarus and do something with your life instead of feeling sorry for yourself; there
is so much you can do, and there are so many situations that need your help; respond to
your Lazarus.

We do not know when we shall die, how we shall die and where we shall die, but one thing
we know is that we shall die. May it be that we shall have recognised our Lazarus by the
time we die and responded accordingly. Amen.


