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SCRIPTURE 
 
13 Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with 
me.” 
14 Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?”15 Then he said 
to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an 
abundance of possessions.” 
16 And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man yielded an abundant 
harvest. 17 He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 
18 “Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there 
I will store my surplus grain. 19 And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of grain laid up for many 
years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’ 
20 “But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then 
who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 
21 “This is how it will be with whoever stores up things for themselves but is not rich toward 
God.” 
 

22 Then Jesus said to his disciples: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you 
will eat; or about your body, what you will wear. 23 For life is more than food, and the body 
more than clothes. 24 Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or 
barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds! 25 Who of you by 
worrying can add a single hour to your life? 26 Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do 
you worry about the rest? 
27 “Consider how the wild flowers grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you, not even 
Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 28 If that is how God clothes the 
grass of the field, which is here today, and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will 
he clothe you—you of little faith! 29 And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do 
not worry about it. 30 For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows that 
you need them.31 But seek his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. 
32 “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the 
kingdom. 33 Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will 
not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will never fail, where no thief comes near and no moth 
destroys. 34 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 
 

Luke 12:13-34 New International Version (NIV) 
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Introduction 
 
1. I make lists. My digital to do list typically has an average of 100 items ranging from small fix 

it projects at home to multi-year initiatives like First Covenant’s site redevelopment. For 
those who do not like making lists, like, say, Holly, my beautiful spouse of 29 years, forgive 
me for the times when my lists get the best of me such as…  

 

 
…when teaching a First Covenant class intensive called “The Deep End” and getting a little 
carried away by my enthusiasm for our congregational map! I love that map! Our resident 
digital historian Jim Albinson created a looping video of my explaining the fact that some in 
our community have renamed the First Covenant congregational map “chart-a-geddon and 
yet there are so many important matters to explain about all that we do and who we are 
becoming!” I get it. I get it. I fully accept that my list making preponderances can sometimes 
come across like a mad scientist doing church development philosophy!  

 
2. One modern list regarding human development connects to today’s parable. This list was 

refined in the 20th century by developmental psychologist Erik Erickson.1 Erickson’s eight 
stages of development…:2 

 

 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erik_Erikson (accessed 8-31-19) 
2 https://www.verywellmind.com/erik-eriksons-stages-of-psychosocial-development-2795740 (accessed 8-31-19) 
Also, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erikson's_stages_of_psychosocial_development (accessed 8-31-19) 
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…is framed such that each stage builds upon on one another. He observed that primary 
and competing psychological paradigms exist at every stage of life that need to be held in 
tension until a virtue emerges. And, he pointed out that each of the eight stages contains 
key moments of conflict that spark opportunities for us to grow more virtuous qualities of 
being. There are risks in that conflicts may not be processed healthfully, and we succumb 
to vices that can have compounding effects over our life span if we do not learn how to hold 
and transform our wounds.  
 
The eight stages and virtues are:  

 
Stage 1: Infancy—Crisis: Trust vs. Mistrust; Question: Can I trust the world?; Virtue: 
Hope. 

 
Stage 2: Early Childhood—Crisis: Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt; Question: Is it okay 
to be me?; Virtue: Will. 

 
Stage 3: Preschool—Crisis: Initiative vs. Guilt; Question: Is it okay for me to do, move, 
and act?; Virtue: Purpose. 
 
Stage 4: School Age—Crisis: Industry vs. Inferiority; Question: Can I make it in the 
world of people and things?; Virtue: Competence. 
 
Stage 5: Adolescence—Crisis: Identity vs. Confusion; Question: Who am I? Who can I 
be?; Virtue: Fidelity. 
 
Stage 6: Young Adulthood—Crisis: Intimacy vs. Isolation; Question: Can I love?; Virtue: 
Love. 
 
Stage 7: Middle Adulthood—Crisis: Generativity vs. Stagnation; Question: Can I make 
my life count?; Virtue: Care. 
 
Stage 8: Maturity—Crisis: Integrity vs. Despair; Question: Is it okay to have been me?; 
Virtue: Wisdom. 

 
3. I share this list on Labor Day weekend to help us reflect on whatever life stage we embody 

and on how we spend our life’s energy in our work. And, to think some about how we find 
meaning in our post-work retirement years. More importantly, I share this because today’s 
parable of The Rich Fool is deeply grounded in the first stage of Erickson’s eight stages: 
trust vs. mistrust. The very first stage of life, with its crisis, question and virtue sets us on a 
healthy or unhealthy path in regard to our relationship with money and material things. 

 
A key diagnostic question we need to ask ourselves at the intersection of today’s parable, 
our life stage, and our personal development trajectory is this: “Do we live integrated lives 
while trusting in the benevolence and provision of our Creator, or do we live  segregated 
and fearful lives that over-identify our personal worth with how much or how little money 
and material things we have because we are consumed by mistrust and worry?”  
 

4. Today’s parable of Jesus and subsequent teaching on worry attached to today’s parable 
helps us with the problems of worry and over-identification with money and material things 
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as a means to make up for something that is missing in our psyche. Jesus’ teachings help 
us to be more self-aware and wise in the way we approach money and material things such 
that we are attached enough to be good stewards and lead generous lives and detached 
enough to be free of their trappings. 
 
Using Erickson’s model of pairing a positive with a negative in his life stages, we will look at 
two pairings of Jesus in today’s Scripture: “Rich Toward God vs. Greed” and “Trust vs. 
Worry.” Let’s look at “Trust vs. Worry” first.  

 
A. Trust vs. Worry 

 
1. The profundity of Erickson’s theory is his belief that there are necessary tensions to be held 

between opposing psychosocial poles. For instance, in stage one of trust and mistrust—no 
infant is going to develop a sense of 100 percent trust or 100 percent doubt. Successful 
development is about striking a balance between the two opposing sides where one has an 
openness to experience tempered by some wariness that danger may always be present.  
 
Applying this illustration to money and material things—it is only natural that we would 
worry about having enough resources in each stage of life, yet Jesus taught that while we 
need resources to live, resources in themselves are not and never will be the answer to the 
larger questions of life nor meet our need for self-worth and the desire for a sense of 
security. Money and things can sometimes give us an illusion of control and security, but 
they can never go beyond that. So, we aren’t to trust them or hand over our identity to 
them. And, we need not worry about money and material things as well, because our 
Creator is always seeking to provide for our needs alongside the needs of the other 7 billion 
people on the planet.  
 
Easier said than done, right?  
 

2. So many of us can relate to the scramble of life to access the resources we want to meet 
our life’s goals and, in many cases, just our need to get by. And that amidst the scramble 
how we can get seriously worried about things! Is it wrong or bad that we carry concerns 
that lead us to worry? No. Clearly not. And, today’s parable is about the problem of greed, 
not the problem of need. There is a truth, though, that is shared between those who 
struggle with worry while in need and those who struggle with worry while being greedy: 
hope can free us from worry that has trapped us and bring us into a larger vision of reality.  
 

3. The reason why Jesus used phrases such as “do not be afraid,” and “do not be rich in 
external and material things, but rather be rich in the bigness of the Creator” was to draw all 
of us—poor and rich and everyone in-between—into the deeper rhythms and larger 
realities of the human experience where true joy and happiness is grounded in a 
hopefulness that “neither thieves can come near nor moths can destroy.” What I am talking 
about is shifting our life’s gaze from largely focusing on ourselves, our problems, and our 
anxieties, to the vastness of God and all that is such that we have hope in many things 
larger than ourselves.   
 

• We have hope that no matter how unjust our society and laws may be, the long arc 
of God’s history will bend toward justice. 
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• We have hope that while we may not know how we are going to have the resources 
to pay an obligation or a debt that our Creator is benevolent toward our needs and 
there are people filled with that same benevolence who will help us. 

 
• We have hope that our children are loved by their Creator, and though we raise 

them well or we raise them poorly, there is a grace that is larger than us that will hold 
them on their journey through life. 

 
• We have hope that even if everything in our life were to fall apart, our lives would 

have meaning and purpose because as Jesus taught and Scripture contains in 
hundreds of passages, “we are valued and loved with an everlasting love.” The 
presence of God is with us even when all else falls away. God is with us especially 
when all else falls away.  

 
Hope is the virtue that rises from lives that are lived aware of that which can go wrong but 
are none the less postured with a trust that the abundance of God is greater than the 
scarcity of our circumstances. This is why Jesus taught that life and the good life doesn’t 
consist in an abundance of possessions. The good life, he said, consists in being rich 
toward God. 

 
B. Rich Toward God vs. Greed  
 
1. I need to confess that I really struggle with the phrase, “being rich toward God.” Maybe 

because that phrase has been used so much in Christian circles that it sounds trite. Maybe 
because some Christian preachers have used the phrase and then passed the offering 
plate in order to pay for their indulgences. I just don’t like it. Not because Jesus said it, but 
because of the way it has been abused bizarrely in service of greed and in the name of 
God! 
 
The definition of the word greed is “an inordinate or insatiable longing for material gain and 
things such as food, wealth, power, and status.”3 And, when I scan the Christian religious 
movement in America today, I see greed hiding behind “God speak.” The most problematic 
are those who prey upon the poor or vulnerable offering strange goods and services as well 
as endless promises of financial prosperity from God in exchange for money given to their 
religious enterprise.  
 

2. I wonder if the first followers of Christ, who were in majority percentage very poor, listened 
to Jesus tell the Parable of the Rich Fool and about being detached from material 
possessions in order that they may have more to give away…I wonder if they could even 
remotely fathom that 2,000 years later Christian religion would become one of the largest 
land holders in the world receiving hundreds of billions of dollars a year.4 From the moment 
that Christian religion became the state religion of the Roman Empire in 380 AD5 until now, 
the relationship between our faith tradition, empire, and the problem of human greed has 
been structurally inseparable.  

 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greed (accessed 8-31-19) and https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/greed 
(accessed 8-31-19) 
4 https://nonprofitssource.com/online-giving-statistics/ (accessed 8-31-19) 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edict_of_Milan (accessed 8-31-19) 
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For sure there are many Christ followers and many institutions in our tradition who embody 
the very best of Jesus’ ethics and live out their faith more like the movement that began it 
all. And, there are an unimaginable number of accounts to the contrary and embroiled in an 
“empire” version of our religion. Some of this is because Christians are humans like all 
others and will fall into greedy tendencies. And, some of the problem is because of the 
larger structural issue of Christian religion being wedded to systems that abuse wealth, 
power and status.  
 

3. Another one of the problems with our religion’s relationship to money is that, to a large 
extent, our tradition has not healthfully mentored us in navigating economic abundance. I 
vividly remember my first introduction to the Parable of the Rich Fool. It was when my 
parents brought home the 1960’s Archway Children’s book “The Rich Fool” that was a 
retelling of today’s parable.  

 

 
 
To me, this book was terrifying. And, it painted a simplistic picture of an arrogant and 
selfish wealthy person getting his just desserts while sleeping amidst his vast grain barns 
and as the voice of God shouts from heaven: “You fool! This very night your life will be 
demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?”  

 
My family at the time was pretty close to living at or below the poverty line and I remember 
thinking to myself, “I am glad that we don’t have to worry about having too much money!” 
The book may have offered a more complex idea of wealth than what I remember. But the 
lessons I took from the book into my adulthood was “don’t be selfish,” “be very afraid of 
God killing you in your sleep” and “rich people are greedy, so don’t have much money, just 
to be sure.” I don’t remember any part of Jesus’ message about the role of worry in tripping 
us up or there being any kind of alternate and more positive version of someone of means 
being generous.  
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4. Now, living in the fifth decade of my life, I have enough life experience to know that there 
are wealthy people who are generous and poor people who are greedy. And, while it is my 
general knowledge and experience that people of lesser means are significantly more 
generous proportionality than wealthy people—being rich toward God or getting lost in 
greediness is everyone’s human development paradox. (repeat) And, the greater challenge 
of everyone is to be self-aware and wise in the way we approach money and material 
things such that we are attached enough to be good stewards and lead generous lives and 
detached enough to be free of their trappings. 

 
Conclusion  
 
Now that I have deconstructed the over used phrase of “being rich toward God” what is a 
reconstruction of the original idea that Jesus was getting at? I think that the closest idea of 
what Jesus meant when he said “being rich toward God” was contained in one of his favorite 
lists of all time. You know I needed to end this sermon with a list, right?! This list is popularly 
known as Jesus’ Beatitudes found in the gospel biography of Matthew Chapter 5. Like the 
paradoxes and tensions of Erickson’s life stages, the Beatitudes are not formulas for success 
or a way to find happiness so much as ways to see the world and live such that happiness 
finds us in all things, even in that which is unbearably difficult. 

 
Poor, middle class, or wealthy—whatever station and whatever circumstance we are in —this 
is the way of living our lives such that we know we are going to be free of the trappings of 
money and things, and rich in God: 
 

1 Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His 
disciples came to him, 2 and he began to teach them. 

He said: 
3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
    for they will be comforted. 
5 Blessed are the meek, 
    for they will inherit the earth. 
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
    for they will be filled. 
7 Blessed are the merciful, 
    for they will be shown mercy. 
8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 
    for they will see God. 
9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 
    for they will be called children of God. 
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
11 “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of 
evil against you because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in 
heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Matthew 5:1-12. NIV 
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Prayer  
 
God of all creation, Christ our all in all, and Spirit of God who imbues us with power for all that 
we need—help us to live meaningful lives that are filled with hope and rich in God. Where we 
are trapped or even tripped up by greed, help us to be nimbler in the complexities of our lives 
and less consumed by worry and freer to love. In Jesus’ name. Amen.  
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we be self-aware and wise in the way we approach money and 
material things such that we are attached enough to be good stewards and lead generous lives 
and detached enough to be free of their trappings. 
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 


