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 I’d like to begin by saying how delighted I am to be back with you all this week.  

However - I’m not entirely sure that’s true!  It’s not because I don’t like you.  Rather, it’s 

because during the summer, we sometimes get some of the most challenging scripture 

passages in the lectionary.  It’s almost as if the authors of the lectionary expect fewer 

people to attend church during the summer. 

 In any case, we have been presented with the parable usually known as “The 

Parable of the Rich Fool”.  The parable of the rich fool is well-known.  It is short and 

simple.  Even better, the story of the rich fool can’t possibly apply to any of us, because 

none of us are very rich, and none of us are fools either.  On the surface it should be an 

easy text to reflect on.  Jesus tells us a story that obviously means we should not be 

greedy.  And the reading from Colossians even explains why - because we are supposed 

to focus on “heavenly” things, not “worldly” things.  

 And yet, in spite of its familiarity, if I had the chance to speak with Jesus, and the 

opportunity to ask him to explain just one parable from the New Testament, this one 

would probably be the one I would ask him about.  I would love to hear Jesus explain 

exactly what point he was driving at.  Are you surprised at that?  The parable doesn’t 

seem to need much explaining. 

 However, I would suggest there are 2 ways to read this text - as “easy” way, and a 

“hard” way.  Let’s start with the easy way: 

 The rich man in the parable is extremely rich.  If he was living today, he probably 

would not represent the 1%.  He would probably represent the 0.1%.  He has wealth and 

options that others around him could not imagine, judging by the fact that he decides to 

rebuild his storehouses without even consulting any friends.  The man already had full 

barns, and yet he couldn’t imagine what else he could do with his bumper crop other than 

store even more than before.  He already had far more than he needed, and yet he had no 
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imagination to consider giving the excess food away to people who needed it or anything 

like that.  The man is driven by his own greed, and in fact seems to be driven only by his 

need to acquire and store.  And as we know, “greed is a bottomless pit which exhausts the 

person in an endless effort to satisfy the need without ever reaching satisfaction.” 

 In the story, God tells the man that he is to die that night, and that therefore his 

storehouses are in fact worthless.  The “worth” that the man worked to acquire instantly 

became worthless  In short, God says, “you can’t take it with you.”  The man reminds me 

of that old joke.  A person dies and someone asks, “how much did she leave behind?”  

And someone answers, “well, everything”. 

 I love that “easy” reading of the parable, because you and I are completely off the 

hook.  You and I don’t have massive wealth.  You and I don’t accumulate more than we 

can use. And if we do have some excess, well, we deserve it.  The easy way to read this 

story is to be grateful that we ourselves are not vastly wealthy, and perhaps we can 

remind ourselves to not be too greedy, because we do like a certain amount of guilt in our 

diet.  But mainly, we can just sit back and imagine that Jesus’s words of warning against 

uncritical consumption do not apply to any of us. 

 Well, so much for the “easy” way to read the text.  What’s the “hard” way to read 

this story? 

 For me, the “hard” way to read this gospel story is to take the first line seriously.  

Perhaps we all glazed over it when we heard it just now, because it’s not actually part of 

the parable.  It was, “Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, ‘teacher, tell my brother to 

divide the family inheritance with me’.”  To which Jesus responded with the parable of 

the rich fool.  The “hard” reading isn’t the parable itself, but rather the situation in which 

Jesus chose to speak it. 

 In Jesus’s day, the rules in society around inheritance were simple.  The female 

children got nothing of course, and the male children divided the inheritance equally, 

except that the oldest son got twice as much as the others.  Those were the rules.  So, the 

person speaking to Jesus was asking for more than his share, as specified by law and by 

tradition.  But by our standards today, the person was only asking for what was fair.  The 

person was only asking for what was reasonable.  The person was only asking for what 
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they felt they were entitled to.  And Jesus responds with a story that essentially says, 

“possessions are meaningless.  Don’t worry about getting what you deserve.  And more 

than that, don’t bother to plan for your future anyway.”  I don’t know about you, but I 

consider that a very challenging message, and one that does applies to all of us!  Many 

biblical scholars are convinced that these words must have originated with Jesus - 

because they are so unorthodox and so provocative.  That’s also why I would love to 

know exactly what Jesus was driving at by telling that particular parable to the person 

who wanted his inheritance - a request that seems so reasonable. 

 “Possessions are meaningless.  Don’t worry about getting what you deserve.  And 

more than that, don’t bother to plan for your future anyway.”  What are we do to with 

that? 

 I want to share story with you.  My wife, Marjorie, and I used to own a 

Czechoslovakian car - a Skoda - and we decided to take it on a car/camping vacation 

from Toronto to Newfoundland, via Labrador.   About a month before our trip, I took the 

Skoda into a garage for a check-up.  On the way to the garage, the master brake cylinder 

failed.  I thought I was actually very lucky, since I was going to the garage anyway.  The 

replacement part had to come from the UK, which took almost a month, but the day 

before we wanted to leave on our trip the part came, and so we were off. 

 We travelled from Toronto through Quebec, and took a logging road that took us 

to Goose Bay in Labrador.  We then took a ferry to Lewisporte in Newfoundland, and we 

spent about a week touring that lovely island.  When we got to Gros Morne Park, 

however, I started to suspect an oil leak.  Not wanting Marjorie to worry - and being in 

denial myself - I didn’t want to actually look under the hood, and we continued our 

journey.  By the time we got to St. Anthony, on the very tip of the Great Northern 

Peninsula, the oil leak had increased and I had to actually look and see what the problem 

was.  It turned out that the oil pressure sensor was leaking oil.  And even though Skodas 

come with toolboxes, I didn’t have the right tool to tighten the sensor.  So, we stopped at 

the first garage we came to and I asked the mechanic if I could borrow a wrench. 

 The mechanic came out to look at the car, and declared that the oil sensor was 

broken, and that tightening it wouldn’t help.  But - this was Newfoundland.  The 
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mechanic was not in a hurry to get back to his work and so we chatted.  We chatted about 

fishing, the weather, life.  After about 10 minutes the mechanic offered up the fact that he 

had once owned a Skoda himself.  We chatted.  After another 5 minutes the mechanic 

revealed that he had owned a spare engine for his Skoda.  We chatted.  After another 5 

minutes the mechanic said “I’ll just go out back and see if I have that part.”  And he did!  

After waiting 1 month in Toronto - a major metropolitan, international community - for a 

part for an unpopular foreign car, I found one in 20 minutes completely at random in St. 

Anthony in Newfoundland. 

 I thought of that story this week because for me it was a great story of how you 

really can’t plan your own life, or you can plan it, but you certainly should not expect 

your plans to actually come to life.  But more than that - that when we allow ourselves to 

be vulnerable, that’s when we find the possibility of being strangely surprised.  Don’t get 

me wrong, planning is fine as far as it goes.  But if we limit ourselves to our own plans, 

then we close off the option of being surprised by God’s grace.  The Skoda part story 

could not have happened if Marjorie and I had not been open to spending time chatting 

with a person who had already said he couldn’t help us - and being open to taking a long 

trip in a questionable car in the first place. 

 So if I could ask Jesus about the parable of the rich fool, I might just want him to 

unpack the idea that the rich fool was a fool for trying to plan his life.  Perhaps planning 

isn’t the problem though.  Perhaps the problem is when our own plans are more important 

to us than being open to finding the spirit in strange and unexpected places.  To being 

open to creating - and finding - the kingdom of God right here, right now, perhaps just 

outside - or just inside - our own doors.  We just need to look with vulnerable eyes and 

hearts. 

 Focus on what matters, but we can’t let our own focus restrict what we can see.  

Because what we cannot immediately see also matters.  

Amen.
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