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 Even familiar Scriptural stories take on new shades of meaning when we hear them in 

relation to our current life circumstances.  Today’s lessons, which show up once every 3 years in 

our 3 year lectionary cycle, are an excellent example. The parable Jesus tells in the Gospel of 

Luke, sometimes referred to as the Parable of the Rich Fool,  sounds different to one of the 

members of my two member clergy household, as he is, after this morning’s sermon, one Sunday 

morning sermon away from retirement.  As of August 1, he went on Medicare.  Next Sunday is 

his final Sunday.  The 15th is his last day at Grace, followed by 2 weeks of vacation, after which 

he is officially retired on August 31.  For him, and for me, as his marital and financial partner, 

this story sounded a little different this time around than it did 3 years ago. Neither Phil nor I 

think of him as rich, as old, or as a fool, but the parable still resonated.  Certainly he, like so 

many of us and the rich man in our text, has worked hard for many years.  He has, like so many 

of us and the rich man, done what he could to amass some worldly means and resources.   I do 

believe that he would like to embrace the rich fool’s philosophy, as outlined in his advice to 

himself in our parable:  “You have ample goods laid aside; relax, eat, drink, and be merry!”    

There are also, however, points of divergence.  Unlike the rich fool,  my husband is not 

absolutely confident he has built a big enough barn and stored a great enough amount of grain 

and goods.  The Rich Fool likely didn’t have online retirement calculators available to him, 

which can alternately reassure you or plunge you into doubt.  And certainly, both Phil and I hope 

that he will live long past his retirement, although you hear those stories of people keeling over 

as soon as they stop working, don’t you?  Finally, we hope that Phil is rich towards God, even if 

he has been saving towards retirement, and has not been overtaken by greed and self-serving 



attitudes, as was the case of the Rich Fool.   All of this gives this story, just happening to fall a 

week before his final Sunday, a certain relevance and intensity for my household, I’m thinking.   

 Now, some of us are perhaps in similar transitional circumstances like my husband; 

others have long been retired; others of us are still working away without retirement on any near 

horizon.  I include myself, by the way, in that latter group.  So for us, the words from 

Ecclesiastes, our first lesson, may resonate a bit more loudly.  These are the words of one who is 

still working diligently without an ending looming on the horizon, and he is frankly not at all 

happy about it.  His work brings him no joy, no sense of fulfillment.  In fact, he bluntly says, “I 

hated all my toil in which I had toiled under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to those who 

come after me.” He continues, “This is a vanity and a great evil.  What do mortals get from all 

the toil and strain with which they toil under the sun?  For all their days are full of pain, and their 

work is a vexation; even at night their minds do not rest.”  Wow.  This man is definitely not 

suited to head up an employment counselor!  Of course, the book of Ecclesiastes, written by this 

anonymous Teacher,  is famed for its dark and cynical tone, but I’m hoping that those of us still 

in the work force don’t regard our jobs quite this bleakly.  I know I don’t!  Yet, I imagine that 

even of those of us who love our work can still relate to what the Teacher here is teaching; there 

are times when work is hard, stressful, and keeps us awake at night.  Adding to the Teacher’s 

particular unhappiness is the grim fact that he can’t take it with him.  He can only leave it behind 

to someone who may or may not deserve it or even appreciate it.  That really burns the Teacher.  

 One of the themes that binds our two lessons together is that of legacy or inheritance.  

The Teacher is vexed that he will leave a legacy that others may squander.  And Jesus tells the 



parable of the Rich Fool in response to a question of inheritance---to quote--“someone in the 

crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.”   All of 

us know how sticky issues of inheritance can become, and maybe we also understand fretting 

about the legacy we will leave behind us.  When we discussed this at text study, two interesting 

anecdotes were related.  One Pastor, the son of a missionary, said that his elderly father had been 

grieving the fact that he’d be unable to leave a financial legacy to his children, that the nursing 

home would eat up all that was left.  My colleague’s sister assured their father that his legacy had 

already been established; the amazing experiences they had as children living in foreign cultures 

as part of the mission field.  Certainly makes us think a bit….what kind of legacy means the most 

to those who follow after us?  Another colleague related this his parents, probably in their late 

60s or early 70s, had just sat down their three adult sons and explained their estate planning to 

them.  They were diving their estate into 4 equal shares; each of the three sons would receive ¼ 

and the remaining ¼ would go to church and charity.  Furthermore, they stipulated that each son 

should tithe their quarter share to a church or charity of their choice----they wanted this, they 

explained, so that their sons could experience the blessing of being generous to others.  I was 

pretty impressed by this story, as well…..certainly a far different attitude on the part of these 

parents on leaving an inheritance than on the part of the Teacher in Ecclesiastes.  He’s resentful 

he has to leave his means to someone else at all; these parents wanted to leave a legacy, but to do 

so intentionally and with a generous spirit.  And of course the lack of a generous spirit, an 

inheritance squabble between siblings, is what prompts Jesus to tell the parable of the rich fool.  

Let’s look at this parable more closely.  



 I think we want to take note about how Jesus begins this parable.  He uses strong words.  

He says, “Take care!  Be on your guard!”  Jeez, you’d think he was warning us about something 

that mattered.  I’d use language like that if I was warning children about stranger danger.  And 

yet Jesus doesn’t follow up with a warning to avoid dark alleys or not to accept candy from 

strangers; his urgency is in regards to greed, of all things.  “Take care!  Be on your guard against 

all kinds of greed” he tells us.  Is greed that dire a threat?  From the way Jesus talks, you’d think 

greed imperiled our very souls; and that’s exactly what he does think.  The well-being of our 

souls depends on our being on guard against greed, and yet greed is as common as oxygen 

molecules; it practically makes the world go round, we might think.  Jesus is way out of step here 

with 21st C. American culture, and he was out of step with 1st C. Palestinian culture, too, where 

extreme wealth was much less common than it is here, and this rich man would have been the 

envy of all who knew him. 

 Let’s begin our examination of the parable by wiping out our preconceptions about this 

rich man.  Since we know Jesus regards him as a fool, we start out with a negative perception, 

but let’s put that away for a moment.  He’s not such a bad guy, is he?  We learn that his land 

produced abundantly.  That’s to his credit, isn’t it?  I’m not suggesting he worked his land all by 

himself; as a rich man he likely had peasants doing the hard labor.  Nevertheless, he has made his 

fortune through his management and oversight of this land; he didn’t just win the 1st C. 

Palestinian Powerball---he earned his money through the production of his crops.  He then faces 

the dilemma of what to do with all the extra produce he has; it overflows his usual storage bins, 

it’s certainly more than he can immediately use or sell; he needs to a place to store it for a time.  

Showing both resourcefulness and a willingness to invest in order to grow his business, he 



decides to tear down his inadequate barns and build larger ones in order to have room to store all 

his grain and all his goods.  Seems logical and good to me.  After all, he’s planning for the future, 

being prudent with his means rather than spending them wastefully in the present; just like we 

might build up our retirement accounts.  So far, so good.  And he then goes on to imagine what it 

will be like to be living the dream…..eat, drink and be merry! Having built his bigger barns and 

stored his future security there, he will say to his soul, “Soul, you are set now”!  So what’s wrong 

with that? 

 What’s wrong is that harsh reality is about to enter in.  Because the rich man is going to 

die, this very night, before he gets to enjoy all the perks of his retirement and his stored-up 

riches.  And as I said earlier, we all know people who fall ill or have heart attacks or strokes 

shortly after retirement, and it always seems so unfair and cruel and ironic.  They don’t get to go 

on the cruise they’d saved up for or enjoy the retirement cabin on the Lake they’d been building 

or whatever.  Not only will the rich man be robbed of these pleasures, so to speak, but God is not 

kind in his assessment of the rich man:  “You fool!”, God declares.  “This very night your life is 

demanded of you.  And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?”  If this kind of 

scenario doesn’t drive home the fleeting nature of riches, what does?  It’s the same message as 

the Teacher in Ecclesiastes—you work hard, you die, and someone else gets all you worked for.   

The rich man in Jesus’ parable apparently hadn’t taken that Old Testament lesson to heart; he was 

all set to find lasting pleasure in his secure riches for the future, only to find that Ecclesiastes 

was right: money and things don’t last; you don’t last; and you can’t take it with you.  Are these 

upbeat texts or what? 



 But let’s return to our question of why this rich man is a fool.  Is it because he’s rich?  

No.  Is it because he has succeeded beyond his expectations?  No.  And that should be some 

comfort to many of us, because certainly by the standards of our world and history, most of us 

have some measure of success and riches.  That does not make us fools, at least not in and of 

itself. No, the rich man is a fool for two reasons:  He is a world-class narcissist, and he confuses 

the temporary with the eternal. 

 Why is he a world-class narcissist?  He most certainly thinks it’s all about him.  In every 

statement he makes, he uses only one pronoun:  “I” “What should I do, I have no place to store 

my crops?  I will do this: I will pull down my barns and I will store my grain in bigger barns and I 

will say to my soul, blah, blah, blah.”  It’s all about him.  There’s no room in his reasoning for 

anyone else.  And this becomes more evident if we ponder what this rich man might have said 

instead.  What if he had instead said something like this?  “I am reaping the benefits of a 

tremendous harvest.  Thank You, God, for good soil and seasonable weather and the means to 

plant and harvest this land, over which You have made me a steward.  I have so much more than 

I need or can store---what shall I do?  I will increase the wages of all my field workers; after all, I 

wouldn’t be where I am today without their hard work.  I will increase my giving to the Temple 

and to the poor; after all, God has blessed me in order that I may be a blessing to others.  I will 

look to leave a legacy with this wealth in a way that will benefit my family and community after 

I’m gone, because I can’t live forever.   I will store up some for the future, as that is prudent.  

And I will enjoy life right now, today, because I don’t know how much time I have left in this 

life and that’s out of my control.”  See how different that sounds?  And how much wiser and 

more realistic?  Do any of us really succeed solely on our own without the blessing of God, the 



assistance of others,  and even some random good luck?  Aren’t we repeatedly urged throughout 

Scripture to contribute to the common good and to use our blessings to bless others?  Isn’t it, in 

fact, not all about us?  And isn’t everything we are, own, and enjoy, ultimately a gift from God?  

That’s a huge perception shift that alters how we view our means.  The rich man had not made 

that perception shift.  The rich man thought only of himself and forgot about the place of God in 

his life and the importance of the community around him.  That made him a fool. 

 And he was also a fool because he confused the temporary with the eternal.  He somehow 

envisioned lasting pleasure and security as a result of temporary success and wealth.  Money, 

used well, can do many great things for us and others; and the pleasures of this world are 

certainly gifts from God: there is nothing wrong with eating, drinking, and being merry, when 

done wisely.  But these are temporary.  They cannot give us eternal security or bliss; they cannot 

somehow travel with us from this world to the next.  And if we place our trust for our eternal 

well- being into these very temporary things, we will be fools.  We will be disappointed.  Things 

of this world can indeed bless us and be a blessing, but they are not everlasting.  To think 

otherwise would make us fools. 

 Where, then, is the good news in this lesson?  How can we live wisely instead of 

foolishly?  We can heed Jesus’ words: “ Take care!  Be on guard against all kinds of greed!”  This 

is important to Jesus!  And why is it important:  “Because one’s life does not consist in the 

abundance of possessions”, he tells us.  What then does it consist in?  The answer is in the final 

sentence.  “So it is for those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.”  

The contrasting statement to define one who is wise rather than foolish, is that the wise one is 



rich towards God.  One who is wise takes God into account.  One who is wise recognizes all they 

have is gift from God, and they are stewards of those gifts.  One who is wise recognizes that they 

are blest to be a blessing to others.  One who is wise looks to God for their everlasting security, 

not to temporary things.  We are wise when we make that perception shift that allows us to see 

that while our work is important, in the end, it is God’s grace that is all in all.  It is living with a 

daily awareness of God, as our sermon hymn suggests we do, that makes the difference.  So that 

our work, our rest, our play, our very being, are all blest by our awareness of God as our ultimate 

and lasting treasure.   Amen. 


