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THE THINGS WE HAVE, WHOSE ARE THEY:

The carly church father Theodoret wrote, “He has sent
me to preach glad tidings to the poor.” Theodoret suggested
that this poverty is spiritual because human nature has fallen
into extreme poverty and has become enslaved to idols. This
understanding was echoed by other carly church fathers, such
as Cyril, who wrote that the “poor are those who lack all
goodness, who have no hope, and who are without God.”

Jesus wants us to understand spiritual poverty and to see
that from this flows poverty in other areas of life. What we lcarn
from this parable is that ultimately we all go empty-handed
before God. We will be judged on our faith, not on our bank
balance. If we are spiritually strong, then we understand that
all we have can be put to the purposes of God. In short, that is
discipleship. The parable calls us to trust in God, not in material
wealth, and to know that all is owed to God.

‘This does not mean we enter a “spirituality only zone,”
a place where all the problems of the world are excluded or
excused. We live in the tension between our own free will and
the call to obedience to God. The battle is between the old
Adam and the new Adam. We pursue our relationship with God
in botha spiricaland physical dimension. o goin nly one of
these two di

to be lopsided in our faith. We say yes to

Jesus, and from this flows our acts of faith in the world.

This will lead us away from the pursuit of material gain and
toward a better understanding of how we can serve God. In the
cconomic sense, this means having a responsibility toward our
neighbor. In America, and in a globalized world, we may well
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ask: Who is my neighbor? The good Samaritan may be traveling
on a transcontinental airline flight rather than walking along a
rural path. We have the poor in our own nation as well as on the
other side of the world. Despite this, we should not forget the
basic commandment to love our neighbor, which can be applied

as much in a globalized world as in Jesus’ day.

In the global economy we are all interconnected. The
emergence of globalization offers opportunities and threats
for all of us, like any major shift in human understanding and
behavior. Naturally, there is debate surrounding the question of
whether the impact of globalization is good or bad. One benefit
of globalization is that we can experience cultures across the
world so much more casily. Business translates this into new
markets, cheaper labor, and production closer to overseas
markets. This creates opportunities for creating wealth in
poorer developing countries as entrepreneurial local businesses

support foreign businesses in their country.

Protestors contend that this leads to abuse in poorer
countries—an argument bascd on their decply rooted suspicion
of business, which is an outgrowth of their political ideology.
They present a world where businesspeople live a Jekyll and
Hyde existence as they travel from home to work, from home
market to foreign market. At home they are trusted citizens
of the state, which is a force for good. But at work they arc

corporate monsters, a force for evil.

Certainly some companies are abusing conditions in less-

developed countries; but then again they are often in league with
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corruptmiddlemenand governmentalofficials. A major barricade
to economic development in poorer countries is corruption at
all levels of government. Resources intended to help the poor
get poured into other unrelated government projects or into
some bureaucrat’s offshore bank account. Tackling corruption
and attempting to implement good economic practices is now
tied to financing in developing countries, but the protestors

only retort that this results in enslavement of these economies.

The option in these countries is now clear: governments
and businesses need to clean up and gear up, or the poor will get
poorer. There docs not appear to be a choice for the protestors.
Believing that giving more and more money to poor countries
will solve their problems, they want us to throw good money
after bad. But this is naive at best and destructive at worst.

Any healthy economy demands hard decisions and requires
sensible management, including regulation that is not cum-
bersome and does not stifle entreprencurs and new business
initiatives. This is how free markets grow. Much of this can be
achicved without recourse to moral arguments. Yes, the moral
demands on individuals are constant, and they require us to face
a crisis of decision about how we are going to live, spend, and
invest. However, this is not an issue regarding the modern eco-
nomic system per se; these decisions are to be taken in response

to God’s demand on us and our hope for salvation.

Governments, businesses, and other market organizations
are not instruments of salvation nor are they institutions in
league with the devil. They are the means by which we can
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cooperate in a global marshalling of people and resources in a
conflict of wants, needs, and beliefs—moral or otherwise. We
alone ultimately stand before God and are called to account for
what we have done and for what we have left undone. We alone
can show God where we have placed our heart.

There have been attempts in recent years tojoin the C}

message to anti-globalization and anti-capitalist  rhetoric. We
sce this protest theology joining other protest idcologics. By
doing this, Christians are turning Jesus into a secular political
campaigner. To do this is to lose Christ crucified, Christ the Son
of God, who overcame death in order to give us new life. We
end up with Jesus as just another politician, another good man,
another lost voice in the pantheon of well-intentioned political

leaders.

The voice of faith is lost in such protest. It becomes lost
in the secular melee of voices in the marketplace of ideas. Our
challenge is ultimately an individual one, not one involving a
collective consciousness that brings salvation here on earth. In
a materialist understanding of the world, it is as if there is no
afterlife.
It is to decide there is no heavenly place awaiting us and all
those who have been burdened in this world. It is to fail to hear
God when he says, “You fool! This very night your life will be

is as though there is no God to judge us or others.

demanded from you. Then who will get what you have preparcd
for yourself?”
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Other Biblical Texts to Study

Luke 12:14 Micah 6:8; Romans 2:

:20

Luke 12:15 1 Timothy 6:6-10

Luke 12:19 Ecclesiastes 11:9; Isaiah 22:12-14;
1 Corinthians 15:32

Luke 12:20  Job 27:8-10; Psalm 39:6-11;
Jeremiah 17:11; Luke 11:39-41

Luke 12:21 Matthew 6:19-21; Luke 12:32-34

Things to Think About

* How do you define wealth? How do you fecl about

your wealth and how you acquire it?
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Is consumerism a bad thing? Do you see a difference

between consumerism and consumption?

When does our attitude toward wealth and consuming

create a barrier between us and God?

As part of faithful discipleship, how should we change
our ideas about wealth? Can you name three things you
could change today? If so, how could you change them?

Do you worry too much about paying your bills and
about your job security? Is it tempting to think you
are at the mercy of economic forces beyond your

control—beyond even God's control?

Is it possible for a Christian to be rich and a good
disciple? Is there a threshold of wealth that a Christian

cannot cross?

Do you think it is more difficult to be a disciple in
today’s cconomy than in the cconomy of Jesus’ time?
What differences are there between the two situations?

Do you think churches and theologians are too negative
about globalization and the free enterprise system?
What should they be telling people with plenty of

‘money?
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The Parable of the Rich Fool

LUKE 12:13-21

Introduction

We all know that, in the end, “You can't take it with you!”
But in this parable Jesus tells us that it's not all ours to “take” in
the first place. It all belongs to God. We cannot find salvation or
comfort in the things we own, though people often act as if they
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can. Does our wealth create  personal barrier to faith? Or do
we only think of other people as wealthy?

The Parable

Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell
my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”

Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge
or an arbiter between you?” Then he said to them,
“Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds

of greed; a man’s lfe does not consist in the

abundance of his possessions.”

And he told them this parable: “The ground
of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He
thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no

place to store my crops.

“Then he said, “This is what 1l do. I will tear
down my barns and build bigger ones, and there 1
will store all my grain and my goods. And I'll say
to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up
for many years. Take lifc casy; eat, drink and be

merry”

“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?*
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“This is how it will be with anyone who stores
up things for himself but is not rich toward God ”

The Reflection

Do you know the words of that old Janis Joplin song?

Oh Lord, won't you buy me a Mercedes Benz?
My friends all drive Porsches, I must make amends.

‘We often hear that we live in a very materialistic age. In our
consumer culture, to have is to be. | consume; therefore I am. As
we go throughout the day, we periodically check our cell phone
if it hasn't rung out the latest downloadable tune—making
sure that we're stll connected to the world, still wanted. We
have become consumers of news, seduced by salacious gossip
o violent crimes rather than informed about what we need to
know as responsible citizens. The news outlets pander to this
consumer demand by offering “news” that they deem we want
and condescending editorials about what we are supposed to
think, Critics of the free market system believe that materialism
is an essential element of the system. They argue that the
drive toward materialism is a necessary, and evil, outcome of
free market activity. The question they need to ask, however,
is whether this is a true picture of the economy. They need to

a2
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Took more closely at the difference between consumption and

consumerism.

We can classify our purchases into three basic categories:
necessities, additional comforts, and unnecessary items. We
need to buy food to live, but how much—and of what kind—do
we need to live on? We might argue we need a car, but how
comfortable does it need to be? We could get by driving a Ford
or a Saturn rather than a Mercedes or a Porsche. Most of us

buy many things that we don’t really need, things like new CD
players, jewelry, and the latest fashion in clothes.

We all draw the line on our spending according to our
means. However well this book sells, I don’t think it will give
me the income to buy a diamond.studded dog collar, even if [
wanted to (and even if I had a dog)! Paris Hilton is no doubt in
a different situation. We are treated daily to the antics of the
wealthy and celebrities of the world. We can only stand in awe
at the scemingly endless things that money can buy, if we have
the wealth to buy them. In contrast, we can only wince at the
daily struggles of those too poor to pay for the basic necessities
of life.

In the divine economy, Jesus turns this all on its head.

However well we may be doing in life, this parable puts our

situation in stark relief, as God declares: “This very night your
life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have
prepared for yourself?” We can spend a lifetime in the pursuit of
material comfort, storing up wealth in the form of our house,

the things we hold precious within it, our cars, and all manner
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of other things. Yet, at the very hour our life is demanded, what
becomes of them?

“The setting of the parable is a man asking Jesus to rule on
an inheritance dispute between himself and his brother. Most
likely this was a younger brother who had a grievance against
the oldest son in the family, who typically reccived a double
portion of the father's estate (see Deuteronomy 21:17). This
younger brother probably wanted to collect his share and
become independent, but the oldest had refused because he
wanted their father's inheritance to remain all together, Such
disputes would usually be resolved by appeal to a rabbi. Jesus
responds by asking the man where he got the idea that Jesus
should resolve the matter. Jesus has in mind a much bigger issuc
than

e dispute.

Wanting to convey the spiritual dangers of wealth and
covetousness, Jesus tells the parable of the rich fool. The rich
man in this simple story has a problem: How can he store the
excess grain from this harvest’s bumper crop? He is not worricd
about his wealth descrting him because he believes he is set for
life. He has every confidence that he can enjoy his wealth, sit
back, and rejoice in the plenty. He does this without regard
for neighbor or God. This is an attitude of folly! God enters
the story and addresses him directly, confronting him with a
crisis: “You fool! This very night your life will be demanded
from you.”

“The rich man’s wealth has no value before God because, in
the crisis of judgment, the rich man cannot take his wealth with
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him. Because of the fall of humanity, our relationship with God
has been broken; acquiring wealth will not restore our broken
relationship with God, will not gain us entry into heaven.
What God demands in our discipleship is trust and obedience.
The reward of discipleship is freedom from the greed that

accompanies the bondage to material possessions.

In the teachings of Jesus, we find a number of references
to moncy and wealth as an obstacle to truc discipleship and
relationship with God. This is particularly true in the case of
Luke’s Gospel. Jesus warns of the spiritual threat if we put
money first, since we cannot serve both God and money (Luke
16:13). He tells us not to pursue wealth idolatrously (Luke
12:31-34) and that we should give freely (Luke 6:30; 11:41;
14:12-14; 18:22,
us images of forgiveness and the restoration of relationship with
God.

). In all of these teachings, Jesus offers

Jesus tells us that not only will we find being materialistic a
barricr for entry into the kingdom of heaven, but also the poor
will get there first. This is a dangerous path to tread, however,
because we don’t want to suggest that the poor would be better
off left alone to die poor. We cannot entertain this thought for
2 moment because our responsibility is to help others who
are poor. The poor can receive riches before which all other
values fade (Matthew 13:44-46). They can experience the great
hope of a God who accepts them, even though they are empty-
handed.




