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Psalm 91:14-16                     “Indulging in Greed”                                R.P.C. 
Luke 16:19-31                                                                        September 29, 2013 
                                           Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Today’s Gospel is a parable that Jesus told about the earthly conditions of rich 
people and poor people in this life, and in the life hereafter. Believe it or not, I 
don’t preach about money and material possessions nearly as often as the Bible 
talks about these subjects. But today, with Jesus as our guide, I think we must 
most literally “put money on the table.” That’s because Jesus directly addresses 
this issue. 
    Now Jesus doesn’t go as far as to accuse the rich man here of “greed.” Yet, he 
does portray him as living a sumptuous lifestyle in which he feels no responsibility 
for a desperately poor man. In fact, this rich man never even sees the poor man 
who is clearly before him. 
    Then, in God’s future kingdom, the tables are turned. The rich man, who has 
enjoyed such pleasure and comfort in life, now is miserable in death. And the 
poor man who was miserable in life now ‘rests secure in the bosom of Father 
Abraham.’ The rich man pleads that the poor man be allowed to return to life so 
that he can warn the rich man’s relatives. We can’t help but note that even in this 
kingdom-life, the rich man considers the poor man to be his ‘errand boy,’ 
expecting the poor man to do his bidding – getting water and sending the poor 
man back to life, instead of seeking permission to go to warn his brothers himself. 
    But no, the rich man’s earthly life is done, and Father Abraham says 
despairingly, if people fail to heed the prophet’s warnings about wealth, what 
hope is there for them now to heed a summons even from someone who has 
risen from the dead? So today’s proclamation gives us all the opportunity to heed 
Jesus’ warning about the dangers of greed, the moral dilemma of wealth. 
    Of course, great caution and care needs to be taken concerning this subject of 
wealth and greed. If we associate greed too closely with the glaring examples 
from the news or the portrayals found in film or literature, then we’ll miss the 
more commonplace expressions of greed that are found closer to home and can 
even affect our own lives. It is so easy for us to point an accusing finger at the 
upper 1% on the financial scale of our society – that hotbed of wealth and 
‘presumed’ greed - without addressing the wealth and evidence of greed in our 
own lives. 
    Martin Copenhaver quotes philosopher Rebecca De Young, who writes:  “The 
greedy person’s attachment to wealth can wear many faces – an overflowing 
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shopping cart or single purchase, a stock portfolio that is aggressive or 
conservative, a wallet full of credit cards or a safety deposit box with a few 
carefully guarded treasures, a garage full of expensive cars or a closet jammed full 
of ‘great deals.’” 
    We would likely agree that it is easier to discuss such greed when that greed 
belongs to someone else! But when does our need for that ever-expanding 
“more” of life become too much? When does the desire for the ‘abundant life,’ 
become the life that is jerked around by grubby old greed?  I expect that each one 
of us would have a different interpretation as to when we step over that line. 
    One of the nasty aspects of greed is that it tends to always smudge and smear 
the line between want and need, between desire and necessity. After all, we 
really do need clothing that protects us from the searing sun and cold, but we also 
appear to really “need” clothing that adorns the body - that is attractive, styled, 
well- made and wears well to accentuate our looks. 
    Alas, sometimes our natural, otherwise commendable desire for beauty and 
style is the door that simply opens us up to the sin of excess. I mean, we could 
worship God in a Quonset hut or even a tent, but something about us needs a 
beautiful space like this in which to praise so beautiful a God. Thus the line 
between natural, understandable human need, and grubby greed combined with 
excessive desire gets pretty thin. That line between want and need also gets 
blurred because a consumer culture, like ours, relies on stimulating our desires. 
     Copenhaver says that in Vermont they tell the story about the general store 
owner in a remote part of the state. He has just received a shipment of fresh 
pineapples. It is the first time he has carried them, and the first time that anyone 
can remember having them available in that little town. One of his customers 
comes in and the storekeeper says, “Try the fresh pineapple. It’s delicious.” The 
customer replies with that Vermont no-nonsense directness, “Nope!  Don’t want 
to develop any new hankerings.” 
    Why that’s down-right un-American! Our consumer culture is predicated on our 
developing “new hankerings” all the time, and we, in turn, are often happy to do 
our part. Have you noticed the growing number of strange fruits and vegetables 
appearing in our grocery stores which have been introduced from other cultures – 
most of whose names I cannot pronounce? And if you happen to mention “a 
hankering” for a new fruit or vegetable to the produce manager, it is likely it will 
be on the shelf by your next visit. 
    And then there is the advertising… Advertising doesn’t just address our desire 
but also creates desires that we would have never had without the enticing ads. 
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My grandsons already want ‘one of everything’ for this coming Christmas. Did you 
know that the average North American shops eighteen hours a week? Now that’s 
a lot of time for someone to spend in ‘consumer mode;’ and it can be costly, 
especially if that someone comes up with some “new hankerings.”  In fact some 
stores seem to delight in having only that which is superfluous to human needs, 
carrying goods that are utterly frivolous. 
    But then there is that old joke that still circulates around – the one that says 
there are three reasons for buying something: “I REALLY need this now.”  “I don’t 
need it now, BUT since it’s on sale I ought to buy it because I will need it sooner or 
later,” and “While I don’t NEED it, sometimes it’s just nice to treat yourself to 
something that’s nice and fun to have. After all, I deserve it….” 
    British journalist, Henry Fairlie puts it well:  “The most important fact about our 
shopping malls, as distinct from the ordinary shopping centers where we go for 
our groceries – is that we do not need most of what [the malls] sell, not even for 
our pleasure or entertainment… Little in them is essential to our survival, our 
work, or our play… Our appetites are stimulated so that the product will be 
consumed, and thus we are incited to possess for the sake of possessing. We 
‘must have that,” when we see it, even though we do not need it.” 
    None of the seven deadly sins, of which greed is one, receives such extensive 
indoctrination in our culture as greed.  Advertising is not simply information; it is 
also formation.  
    In New York City there is a well known clothing store that has the motto “An 
educated consumer is our best customer.” But consumers are not so much 
educated as they are nurtured and carefully cultivated. Once just prior to the 
annual buying spree that we call Christmas, a pastor was heard to say, “ If you 
bring a young child, say a child of four, five or six into this church, the child will be 
disoriented, and will need some instruction on knowing what to do next.” “But if 
you take that same child to Toys ’R Us, no instruction will be required.” 
    But then the pastor caught herself mid-sentence and continued, “No, that’s not 
fair – I’m not giving proper credit to the folks at Toys ‘R Us, who have spent 
millions and utilized the best minds in advertising that WE can train and produce 
to instruct this child. Through a carefully planned and designed barrage of ads, 
that child has been taught to believe that the whole purpose of life is 
consumption - that life consists in the abundance of their possessions – despite 
what Jesus says.” 
    I wonder if our propensity to hoard, to buy, and to acquire may be a fearful 
response to life. Maybe Copenhaver has hit a nerve when he writes, “Our greed is 
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largely fueled by fear – fear of scarcity, fear that there is not enough to go 
around, fear of missing out, fear of having something taken from us…..” 
    Maybe that is why our depictions of greed are rarely with happy faces. Nobody 
ever thinks of Ebenezer Scrooge as a smiling, happy old man – not until his 
conversion. The adjectival form of the word miser is miserable. Miserliness and 
misery go together. 
    There is a character problem that we can develop that psychologists call “the 
rising threshold of expectation.” That simply means “the more one has, the more 
one wants.”  When we get hold of something, it only stimulates the desire for the 
new and improved model that is bigger, faster, and better. We also become 
worried over our ability to hold on to what we have, since what we have is our 
own attempt to enrich our lives. We fail to enjoy our things because our things 
produce more anxiety for us as we try to protect them and hoard them. So the 
question remains, “Do we possess our possessions, or are we possessed by 
them?” 
    Tony Robinson (no relation) has said: “The only way to silence the voices inside 
your head that say ‘Never enough, never enough,’ is to give something away. I 
might take that one step further. As surely as being a miser makes one miserable, 
being a giver brings joy. The Apostle Paul famously said, “God loves a cheerful 
giver.” But I ask you, is there any other kind of giver than a cheerful one? 
    As a pastor I can say that I’ve never known any truly giving person who has not 
been a person of cheer. I’m not referring to the kind of reluctant, count-the-cost 
kind of giver who asks, “How little can I give and keep my name on the 
membership roll?” Rather I’m thinking of the open-handed, open-hearted givers – 
and I can assure you that we have a good number of them right in this 
congregation. They not only spread cheer and show enjoyment in giving, without 
controlling or strings attached – but they really demonstrate values that are at the 
core of the Christian life, and they do so quietly and without seeking recognition. 
     I wonder which comes first:  Are these people of cheer and joy BECAUSE they 
are givers – or are they givers BECAUSE they are people of cheer and joy?  From 
what I have seen, I think these two are intertwined, with joy and giving flowing 
from one another in a sure and blessed way. So the opposite of greed is a 
gracious mixture of gratitude, generosity and joy. 
    We live in a culture that has so many different ways of encouraging us to 
indulge ourselves in the sin of greed. It is so easy to get distracted, conditioned to 
walk the treadmill of an ever-increasing threshold of expectation.  To be sure, we 
can never escape our culture, and yet all cultures are still under the judgment of 
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God.  In our culture, greed seems to particularly sly and deceptive; it has such an 
ability to sneak up on you... 
    I know someone quite close to me who just loves cars; he truly appreciates 
their features of power, performance and style. He has owned quite a few and 
has traded often, with each one getting a little more exotic and expensive than 
the last.  I would never spend that much money on a car – I’m far too practical.  A 
car is simply transportation and that is why my latest purchase is not particularly 
stylish or powerful – but it does get 50 miles per gallon! So, as you can see, I’m 
rather smug about my choices as opposed to his…. Of course, that means I’m 
really glad that he doesn’t see how often the Fed EX and UPS trucks stop at my 
house with a package from Amazon. com.  How often, you ask? Well, let me put it 
this way - Our dogs don’t even bother barking when they see the truck driver 
wearing a brown uniform approaching the front door…..  
    In today’s parable from Luke, Jesus contrasts the rich lifestyle of the rich man 
with the misery of the impoverished man.  A great gap separates them in this life. 
But after death, the parable says, the tables are turned: the rich man is in torment 
– Could it possibly be the torment from the realization for the superficial, sorry 
and selfish way that he has lived his life?  The poor man, however, now enjoys the 
blessedness of God’s realm. 
    The rich man - now that he knows the score - wants his rich relatives warned of 
the fate that awaits them. But Father Abraham says that they have had the 
prophets – (add to that, now we have had Jesus too –) Yet folks still fail to heed 
the warnings – why bother? 
    Because Jesus graciously lets us in on the end for this parable, and tells us the 
score. Today we have been given a privileged peek into the future and into God’s 
coming kingdom. So this parable ought to compel us to live our lives differently in 
the now, don’t you think? It’s certainly something to ponder…..                           
Amen. 
   
  
 
 
 
    


