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Psalm 107:1-9                          “Fools Like Us”                                   R.P.C. 
Luke 12:13-21                            Communion                              August 4, 2013 
                                             Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
     A recent birthday served to remind me that the threshold of my retirement is 
  inching ever closer. O, I’ve taken a few steps to prepare for what I hope will be 
some financial security during those years.  
    I remember talking to “my guy” at Fidelity back in 2005 and he said based on 
continued contributions to my ‘portfolio,’ it was projected I would be able to 
comfortably retire at 65, and should have enough to provide for me and Karin 
until we are in our mid-nineties. Then 2006 happened! When I contacted “my 
guy” to inquire about my financial security for the future, he said, “Based on 
projections now, you had better plan to wait for retirement when you’re 121.” 
    I complained, “But what about all those colorful charts and graphs, and all 
those smiley faces?” “O, those were just possible projections – educated 
guesses,” said “my guy”. “Look, trying to figure out which way the market will go 
is simply… voodoo.” 
    So investing wisely equals security? Tell me, where ‘s the security in voodoo? I 
guess there is nothing absolutely secure – not even “Social… Security.” 
    Luke’s gospel can be rather tough on rich people – that is on people who are 
well off enough to feel ‘comfortable.’  Today’s two parables against the rich are 
rather typical of Luke: In the first parable, when Jesus is asked to rule on a 
disputed inheritance, Jesus responds with a Jewish wisdom saying, “Take care! Be 
on guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the 
abundance of possessions (12:15). 
   Note that his response goes beyond issues of legal rights into issues of 
motivation and inclination. The warning is this: there is no connection between 
material acquisition of stuff and happiness. That truth is actually borne out in 
studies of happiness ratings in affluent countries like ours, where our citizens 
report being less happiness than people in say, Columbia or Costa Rica. 
    So asked to rule on a question of inheritance, Jesus responds with a story: A 
man is a beneficiary of a spectacularly successful business venture. He takes 
decisive, prudent action to protect his assets. He tears down his storage houses 
and has bigger barns built to hold all his harvest - his wealth.  “At last I can take 
ease and retire in Cocoa Beach, Florida,” he says to himself. 
    But, that very night an angel of the Lord tapped the man on the shoulder and 
said, “Hello, fool.”   “There has never been and will never be, a U-Haul trailer 
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pulled by a hearse.” “Tonight you are going to ‘meet your Maker, and you can’t 
take it all with you.” … Isn’t it rather interesting (and equally disturbing) that the 
one we would call a successful, prudent businessman Jesus portrays as ‘a fool?’ 
    By the way, in the Bible, the words “fool” or “foolish” are usually associated 
with that lifestyle or life-view that is godless. In the wisdom tradition, 
“foolishness” is not merely a lack of intelligence, but rather the arrogant, 
obstinate disregard for God. “Fools say in their hearts, there is no God,” begins 
both the 14th and 53rd Psalms.  The wise person lives according to the premise 
that the ‘Chief of life’ is God. The fools, despite what they might say they believe 
about God, live as if they believe there is no God.  God in this account that Jesus 
tells is first the One who gives life – Then God is the One who showers abundance 
upon us. It’s all a gift! The abundant harvest provided to the wealthy man was a 
gift!  And the yet the smug, self-satisfied businessman acts as if God’s gift is all his 
own personal achievement. Secondly, the rich man acts as if his financial harvest 
is the sole source of his security. He can ‘take it easy’ now because his barns are 
bursting. 
    All might be well were it not for the intrusion of a truthful, loving God. The 
account that the businessman thought he was writing – the control over his life 
that the thought he had – is totally disrupted by God. In the same way, while we 
are busy thinking that we are the sole author of our own life stories, we are often 
surprised to find that there is another One who is the Master writer.  And our 
story (– I am a careful, prudent, wise master of my own fate –) is bound to be 
disrupted by another story written by the One who is the Giver of life, the 
Preserver of life – our only real Hope in life, in death and in life beyond death. 
    The “fool” in our Gospel lesson deceived himself about his true situation. His 
story demonstrates that there really does seem to be a connection between our 
materialism and our self-deceit. So is it any wonder then that the Christian faith 
tells us that what we do with our money is an issue of fidelity? So what if an 
increasing number of North American Christians are buying into the foolish notion 
that “What’s mine is mine, and I deserve it?”  Is it such a huge act of infidelity that 
increasing numbers of Christians are keeping more of the goods for themselves? 
    The European cathedrals having withstood devastating wars and countless 
natural disasters may, ironically, become victims to something as mundane as 
pollution. A recent study in England shows that, while the English are making 
progress cutting down pollution, the grime deposited from previous generations 
is eating away at the country’s most beloved cathedrals, including Westminster 
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and St. Paul’s. The by-products of coal combustion from past centuries, trapped 
within gypsum crystals, coat the buildings causing erosion…. 
    Could this be a metaphor for the Church? – We may be destroyed bit-by-bit, 
not by our enemies or infighting, but by the slow, grimy accumulation of countless 
acts of infidelity. And one of those primary acts of infidelity is hoarding caused by 
greed. 
    James Clelland, a Scottish Congregationalist, was chaplain of the Duke 
University Chapel more a decade or so ago.  He liked to tell the story on himself 
that when he as a young preacher, he was paid the then-astounding sum of three 
hundred dollars for preaching a sermon. On a visit back to Scotland to see his 
dour Calvinist mother, he proudly told her of his good fortune.  “Just imagine,” he 
said, “Three hundred dollars for just one sermon!”  Clelland’s mother replied, “O 
son, there used to be a time when, to betray our Lord, they only had to pay thirty 
pieces of silver.” 
    Biblical scholars had attempted to ascribe some lighter, theologically significant 
motive to Judas’ betrayal for 30 pieces of silver. Surely Judas was a Zealot, a 
would-be revolutionary who was disappointed by Jesus’ failure to overthrow the 
Romans.  Or perhaps Judas was an ambitious Jew who was desperately courting 
the favor of the Temple authorities. But most Biblical authorities keep coming 
back to the motivation of simple greed – as in “Show me the money…” 
    Perhaps one of the more pointed criticisms of Mel Gibson’s depiction of Judas 
in The Passion of Christ is that the betrayer is portrayed as a sinister, possessed, 
crazed lackey of Satan himself. But the Gospels portray him much more 
realistically. He was much more like us – it was the money: “Show me the 
money…” 
    Perhaps that why it is just a bit easier for us to lament the evil that is large, 
systemic, political, natural and cosmic.  Yea, let’s keep sin large, global - universal. 
Let’s talk about the evil done to us and others by those wicked institutions, those 
unjust systems of economic injustice, by that super-wealthy one percent.  But 
Jesus might tell us that we don’t have to look that far for most of the greed that 
afflicts us – it’s closer to home. 
    When Minnesota Senator Paul Wellstone died, someone at his memorial 
service said that Wellstone always attempted to “temper our greed.” If that be 
true of him, then it was a worthwhile endeavor.  Considered along with the other 
deadly sins, greed is one of the most deceptive. 
    Charles Dickens in describing Scrooge, noted the solitary, self-centered nature 
of greed. He says of Scrooge: “Oh! But he was a tightfisted hand at the 



4 
 

grindstone, Scrooge! A squeezing wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, 
covetousness old sinner. ! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever 
struck out generous fire; secret, self-contained and solitary as an oyster.” 
    Greed tends to be solitary, miserly, because there us something about greed 
that puts us in competition with our neighbors and ultimately in alienation from 
them. While there are some sins by which we primarily hurt ourselves – like 
gluttony – greed is also a sin against our neighbor.  
    Buddhism singles out greed as one of the three great hurdles of ego-inflation 
that has to be conquered on the way to liberation: It is not clear that my 
consumption of fossil fuels is taking away from the poor of the world. However, it 
is certainly clear that our consumption and use of fossil fuels is a great contributor 
to the ecological problems in the world. So because each of us cannot extricate 
ourselves from our consumptive economy, we must pray with earnestness, “Lord, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.” 
    It is doubtful that any of us intends to be greedy and build new barns to hoard 
our stuff.  It is just that greed is a slippery temptation. It kind of reminds us of the 
dilemma of over-eating. We have to “eat to live,” but when does that change to 
“live to eat?” When does normal, healthy eating get out of hand and become full-
fisted gluttony? 
    When does “just making a living” become enough. Just as it is difficult to define 
our basic biological need – our minimum daily requirement for calcium, or 
calories – it is likewise difficult to define our minimum daily requirements for 
entertainment, attractive clothes, travel, and possessions. The line between want 
and need, desire and necessity is a thin line. 
    Human beings are created to be creative, to design, to build, to think and 
explore, to add to our world. “Things” – possessions have for us a symbolic 
function. Even these buildings in which we meet as a body of believers are bigger, 
more comfortable, and more finely crafted than they need to be.  These buildings 
are also empty well over 90% of the time. So when does our “love for God,” as 
expressed in these beautiful buildings become more of a love of our selves 
through the display of our wealth?  
    It is difficult to say for sure, isn’t it? How very easy it is to cross that line 
between wants and needs, between “enough” and “excess.”  Likewise, how very 
easy it is to cross that threshold between justifiable concerns for the well-being 
and care of ourselves and our families, and the sort of all-encompassing 
consumption that is bane of our culture. 
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    The culture in which we live trains us to be acquisitive - to accumulate and to 
hoard in an attempt to secure our lives through our possessions. Jesus 
indoctrinates us into a very different world.  He introduces us to a more realistic 
culture in which we come to terms with the fact that we cannot secure our lives in 
and through “stuff.”  Jesus promises us that, in our service to and for him, we will 
prosper. It just will not be in the way that this world values prosperity. 
    Verse 20 presents the pivotal point to today’s lesson.  Up to that point it has 
been an otherwise conventional, orderly narrative.  But then Jesus tells us 
through his story that God says to the businessman, “You fool!”  “This very night 
your life is being demanded of you.”  “And the things you have prepared - whose 
will they be?” 
    So the story is disrupted and decisively turned by God. Then another wisdom 
saying brings the story to completion as Jesus says, “So it is with those who store 
up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.” 
    Death becomes that for which there can be no security offered. Riches cannot 
be a hedge against our mortality; only God provides any modicum of security. But 
then, security is probably the wrong word, and likewise the wrong motive.  The 
right word is trust. Do we trust God enough to let God take care of us? 
    This table spread before us visibly confronts us with that decision to accept 
“trust in God” over “the security we seek by ourselves.”  For here we see the 
evidence that God, “… did not hesitate to spare his own son, but gave him up for 
us all…”  So, “can we not trust such a God to give us, with him, everything else 
that we can need?” (Romans 8)   Not want … but need? 
    Maybe “my guy” at Fidelity has a point – trying to depend on financial 
investment for ultimate security in life is at best, voodoo.  Or as the book of 
Ecclesiastes puts it, “a chasing after the wind.”  What kind of fool am I to put my 
trust in “gods” who are unworthy of such devotion? 
                              Amen.  
 
 
   
 
  


