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Do you really need to hear this parable? 
 

I’ve discovered on more than one occasion that congregations are like families. 
Yes sure, we feud and forgive, and celebrate our common Christian DNA. But I mean, 
we’re families in the way that  no matter how crazy they are, or whether your wounds 
from them are only beginning to heal, we’re still loyal and protective when anyone from 
“outside” criticizes them. It’s been said, “I can talk about my momma but woe be it unto 
anybody else who does!” 
 

In reading today’s scripture I thought, “Oh my goodness, this congregation 
doesn’t need to hear this parable. They get it; they’re generous, grateful to God, certainly 
not conceited, and they whole-knowingly understand life is about more than ever bigger 
barns!  “Jesus, you continue to talk to those folks squatting on a hillside outside of 
Galilee and challenge them, they’re the ones who need it. These are my people. They’ve 
known awe at the sight of a sunset, they’ve felt a shimmer in their souls at a moment of 
beauty.  They’ve been startled by a flush in their hearts at your forgiving grace. That’s all  
resulted in them turning to you Lord. That’s why they’re sitting here today!” The people 
I’d really like to preach this parable to aren’t here! 
 

And yet, like Mr. Big Barns, at the end of today’s parable, we’ve all known a 
moment when some searing incident occurs. And what we’ve let slide is there in bold 
print looking back at us. There’s a pink slip on your desk, the doctor finds a spot on the X 
ray, your child scores a 2 on the ACT. It’s like being in your car when the breaks 
suddenly fail… in a split second everything changes, and what’s important becomes 
painfully clear.  

 
This parable really isn’t about your money; whether you have too much of it or 

too little; or give it away or don’t. It’s not about inheritances or possessions at all.  David 
Brooks, the NY Times commentator, in his book, The Road to Character1 suggests our 
adult lives are sandwiched between two documents: our resumes recounting our skills 
and external success, and our obituary or eulogy, recounting the virtues at the core of 
our being. And he essentially says, ‘Life is about reconciling the two’. I think this parable 
is about that…. 
 

“Teacher”, a heckler interrupts Jesus, “Make my brother share the inheritance 
with me.” Apparently this person thought Jesus was qualified to settle his dispute and 
wasn’t about to politely wait until the talk was over. In the first century there were laws 
about inheritances. When dad dies, two-thirds of the estate goes to the first son who’s 
charged with taking care of mom and the taxes, etc. and the final third to the remaining 
son. But to this man, who’s obviously the younger brother, either those regs. weren’t 
being followed; or he thought them totally unfair. The dispute is all too familiar: haggling 
over furniture, dishes, silverware, house and investments left by the deceased. Jesus is 
asked to referee but chooses not to satisfy the greed that prompts the question. Instead 

                                                        
1 David Brooks, The Road to Character (2016), p. xi. 
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of helping the man get his inheritance, he points him to something larger than 
preoccupation with things of this world. He tells a story.  A wealthy farmer finds he’s 
about to take in a bumper crop and realizes he doesn’t have room to store the bounty. 
So he decides to tear down the storage units already standing on his property, and build 
new and bigger ones to store it all. And once that’s done, maybe he will finally have 
enough set aside and then spend the rest of his days indulging in wine, women and 
song. The problem with his plan, however, is the Lord comes to him that night and says, 
“Fool, ‘they’re coming for you, time’s up.” 
 

Now maybe at the beginning of this story it’d be possible to be envious of this 
savvy man who’s played the commodities market and won. But for him and for us, by the 
end, when Jesus says, “You fool, you’ve spent all your life preparing to live and now it’s 
over.”  The scales fall from his eyes, and maybe in that moment the rich man ironically 
sees his poverty. The theologian Frederick Beucher, has this to say about poverty2: In a 
sense we are all hungry and in need, but most of us don’t recognize it. With plenty to eat 
in the deep freeze, with a roof over our heads, and a car in the garage, we assume that 
the empty feeling inside must be just a case of the blues that can be cured by a 
weekend in the country, or an extra martini at lunch, or the purchase of a color TV. The 
poor on the other hand, are under no such delusion. When Jesus says, ‘Come unto me 
all ye who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest’ (Matt 11:28), the poor 
stand a better chance than most of knowing what he’s talking about and knowing that 
he’s talking to them. In desperation they may even be willing to consider the possibility of 
accepting his offer.  
 

In talking about today’s parable, some preachers choose to hone in on the 
farmer’s failings as a teaching moment for the rest of us. They begin challenging his  
annoying self-sufficiency. It’s all about “I” and “me” and “mine.” Where was his 
awareness of how blessed he was? Didn’t he understand his abundance was a gift, and 
his life only on loan from God? This man is shamed for not uttering the least bit of 
gratitude; for not giving God credit for the part the Divine obviously played in the 
outstanding crops and good investments. Is that any of us? 
 

Others castigate the farmer as being way too preoccupied with his farm’s 
abundance. He appears to have shut out everything and everyone else from his mind to 
focus on his wealth. I imagine he’s a horrible bore at parties (if he’s invited at all),  
constantly giving investment advice, or complaining that the tax rate on his crops is too 
high. How much was enough for this guy? Just a little bit more? Surely we’re not like 
him? 
 

And then there’s the farmer’s total selfishness. In his soliloquy he doesn’t give a 
nanosecond’s thought to sharing his largess with a deserving non-profit or poor people.  
“Shame on him for wanting to keep it all for himself; not a penny donated! He could still 
have been rich and given to the Cancer Society or the Deacon’s Fund, or Crossroads!’  
That’s not like us! 
 

Still others challenge how he put off enjoying what he had and anticipated only 
his own sweet future. The greatest good in life he can imagine is his own pleasure.  
Are we like that? 
 

                                                        
2 Frederich Beucher, Wishful Thinking – A Theological ABC, p. 69-70. 
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 While all the moralizing that comes from those analyses might be productive in 
some congregations, please note to be true to the scripture, the voice of God at the end 
does not accuse the man of anything! There is no finger waving about him being a 
narcissist, or accusing him of injustice, or even greed, or hedonism. He didn’t get what 
he got unjustly. He didn’t steal it or hurt anyone on the way to wealth.  God doesn’t 
punish anyone here (unless reality is considered punishment enough). The intruding 
voice of God states only the facts: “Fool. This night your life is demanded of you, and the 
things you have prepared, whose will they be?”  And it’s a ‘the breaks just failed’ kind of 
moment!  “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich 
toward God.”  The poverty in the gap between his resume and his obituary becomes 
stark and eternally unflattering.   
 

The Psalmist says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’.” (Ps 14:1). 
There is just me, myself, mine and my management of my achievements. There is no 
blessedness, no family, no sharing or sacrifice for others, no future that is a gift. There is 
no grace, no transcendent, no higher claim laid upon me. No sense of continuing to 
honor that awe at beauty, or the shimmering or warm flush the soul knew in an intimate 
moment with God.  

 
Mike Yaconelli, a great author and commentator on contemporary Christianity – 

especially youth ministry - once wrote this3: “Until a few months ago, I had no idea I’d 
lost my soul. In the busyness and clatter of my life, as I traveled all over the world 
serving God, I was doing well and thought my soul was just fine. But it wasn’t. I spent 
hours every day doing God’s work, but not one second doing soul work. I was consumed 
by the external and oblivious to the internal to those moments when God would reveal [a 
sense of] his presence. … I was busy, superficial, friendless, afraid, cynical, [and] 
…didn’t even know where all these negative[s] …were coming from. Then I began to 
learn there is a difference between believing in Jesus – [God with us] - and being with 
Jesus, between talking to Jesus and letting Jesus talk and just be with me, between 
being acquainted with God out there, but a stranger to the God in here.”  
 

Being rich toward God doesn’t mean running faster or attending more Bible 
studies, or prayer meetings or worship or doing anything. Richness - spiritual growth 
Yaconelli says, “…happens when we slow our activity down. “If we want to meet Jesus, 
we can't do it on the run. If we want to stay on the road of faith, we have to pull over to a 
rest area, and stop. Not inviting the Divine to speed through life with us in all of our 
resume building, but noticing the often quiet faithfulness of the One who’s been sitting 
right beside us the whole time.  Only ever so slowly my soul was reawakened by a loving 
Father calling me by name.”  
 

We’re over half way through the summer when the livin’ might still be easy? And 
today’s parable suggests there’s no time like now to devote to quiet like we shared as 
family before the sermon. What does being rich toward God mean to you? Breathing 
deep, setting aside our egos, preparing ourselves for the moment when God comes to 
Himself in us…. To rest in the faithful presence of God who calls you -- not ‘fool’, but 
‘beloved’?    

 
I’m still not sure this parable is for you, but, think about it.  

 

                                                        
3 Mark Yaconelli, Contemplative Youth Ministry: Practicing the Presence of Jesus 


