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Mismanaging a Miracle 

 The text for my sermon this morning comes from the 12
th

 chapter of the Gospel of Luke, verses 

16-21. Listen now, as Jesus speaks to his disciples and the people of the first century … and as he 

speaks to us today: 

 

He told them a parable:  

 "The land of a rich man produced abundantly.  

  And [the man] thought to himself, “What should I do,  

   for I have no place to store my crops?”  

 

Then [the man] said, “I will do this:  

 I will pull down my barns and build larger ones,  

  and there I will store all my grain and goods.  

 

And I will say to my soul,  

 ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; 

  relax, eat, drink, be merry.’”  

 

But God said to him, “You fool!  

 This very night your life is being demanded of you.  

And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?”  

So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves  

 but are not rich toward God.”  

 

This is the gospel for God’s people. 
Thanks be to God. 

 

 He told them a parable. … He told them a parable. Right there, we should be on our guard. “He 

told them a parable” is the Greek Scriptures’ equivalent of a prophet saying “Therefore” in the Hebrew 

Scriptures. It means “Duck! Something’s coming that’s going to upset the applecart.” Unfortunately, 

we seem to have lost that understanding of parable today.  

 

 We approach the parables of Jesus as object lessons, as moral examples. Perhaps this is because 

those of us raised in the church first heard many of the parables as children in Sunday School.  

 

 The Good Samaritan, for instance—it’s a nice little story about how important it is to help a 

neighbor, and the neighbor doesn’t even have to be somebody who lives right next door to us. When 

we treat parables in this way, we domesticate them … we convert them into fables or myths … little 

stories that explain how the world works … that support the status quo.  

 

 But that’s not how Jesus used parables. If we were to hear a parable as Jesus’ listeners heard it, 

we would be scandalized … shocked … perhaps even outraged. So, whenever we hear a parable, we 

should ask ourselves, “Who’s going to be surprised by this little story? … Who’s going to be upset by 

the outcome?” Only then can we begin to understand the parable.  
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 So, what’s the point of this parable?  

 
 At first glance, a modern reader or listener might come away with the following understanding 

of the story: a man works hard, and his hard work produces success … an abundant crop. So what does 

he do?  He does what any prudent person would do; he stores it … he saves it to provide for a 

comfortable retirement.  

 

 He then proceeds to sit back and relax … to eat, drink, and be merry. Unfortunately, however, 

his indulgence in fine food and imported beer … raises his cholesterol, and he dies one night of a 

massive heart attack!  

 

 God berates him at the gates of heaven: “You fool; you should have taken better care of your 

health and then you could have lived  to enjoy the bounty your hard work produced.” 

 

Is that too far-fetched a reading for someone who has not attended church … who otherwise views 

the Bible as little moralistic stories? I don’t think so … I think that’s exactly how many today would 

hear this parable.  

 

 But don’t you see what has happened?  
 

 This parable has been domesticated … to support the status quo. Its moral is the same as 

Aesop’s fable of the ant and the grasshopper … you remember … the ant diligently gathers kernels of 

grain all summer, preparing for winter. All the while, the playboy grasshopper loafs away the summer, 

ridiculing the ant sweating in the hot sun. But when winter comes … and the vegetation dies off … the 

grasshopper dies cold and hungry, while the ant is snug and comfortable … with all its gathered stores.  

 

 Don’t both of these stories celebrate the virtues of hard workers … prudent stewards of 

their own resources who prepare for the future? The rich man just had bad luck in the genes he got 

from his parents … genes that didn’t allow him to enjoy the fruits of his success.  

 

 Is that the message Jesus is trying to give us in this parable?  
 

 Again, I don’t think so. To understand what Jesus is saying, we need to ask ourselves who 

would have been upset by this parable? Who would have felt that it threatened the status quo? 

 

 The rich, of course! Think overpaid CEOs … all those who believe that they have produced 

their success by their own efforts … that they have shaped and molded the world to their will. They 

subscribe whole-heartedly to the view that if you work hard, you will be rewarded, but if you don’t 

achieve success, it’s because you didn’t work hard enough …and you didn’t shape the world around 

you to create success. 

 

 I was in that world for twenty-five years. But I was always a little uncomfortable with people 

who thought that way. I thought then they were simply grossly ambitious. But as I grew older and 

progressed within the system  governed by that worldview, and as I studied and taught the Bible in 

Adult Sunday School, I became more and more uncomfortable with that thinking.  

 

 I now believe it is counter to the teachings of both the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures … and it’s 

counter to the way I was brought up.  
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 You see, I’m a product of West Texas cotton farmers and the military. Both my parents grew 

up in the same little farming town … and both learned early that success in cotton farming depended 

on whether it rained … not something any farmer could control.  

 

 From my father’s military career I learned that success and promotion depended on hard work, 

but they also depended on luck … on the luck of the draw in your assignments. If you happened to be 

in the right place at the right time, you could go far.  If not, you could progress, but you would never 

become a general.  

 

 My growing faith, and the values of my upbringing, gradually led me to realize not only the 

fallacy of thinking that winners achieve success because they make it themselves, but also the evils 

that can come from that type of thinking. But I couldn’t articulate those evils until I heard Walter 

Brueggemann describe them very succinctly. He said: 

 

 Affluence leads to amnesia. 

 

  Amnesia produces arrogant self-sufficiency. 

 

 Arrogant self-sufficiency produces alienation, violence, and death.  

 

Think about it.  

 

 The rich man in the parable achieved affluence through bountiful crops. This affluence led to 

amnesia—he forgot that his success was not due solely to his superior farming techniques, it was also 

due to the rain and the warmth of the sun, neither of which he commanded.  

 

 This amnesia led to arrogant self-sufficiency …remember he said:   

 

 “I will pull down my barns and build larger ones,  

  and there I will store all my grain and goods.  

   And I will say to my soul,  

    ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years.’ 

 

Doesn’t that sound like arrogant self-sufficiency? The rich man’s arrogant self-sufficiency produced 

alienation, violence, and death. 

 

 “Whoa, just a minute,” our modern, affluent reader might say at this point. “Where is this 

alienation, violence, and death? The parable doesn’t say anything about that. It just says God showed 

up on his doorstep and demanded his life. And what’s with that? It doesn’t make any sense! This guy 

wasn’t hurting anybody!” 

 

 Ah, but the parable does say all that and more. It says it in a way that Jesus’ audience—both 

rich and poor—would have heard and understood.  

 

 The rich man did not produce this abundance by himself. Remember, the parable started by 

saying  “The land of a rich man produced abundantly.” That doesn’t say he did any work in the fields 

himself. Understood in the parable is the fact that he had many poor farm hands working for him. They 

produced the abundance and he collected it as his due. In his arrogant self-sufficiency, he was alienated 
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from his workers … from his neighbors. He kept for himself the wealth they produced … surely a form 

of economic violence. One scholar says that the fault of the rich man was that he “mismanaged a 

miracle.”  

 

 The abundance produced on his land was a miracle … a miracle brought about by God’s rain 

and sun and fertile soil … and by the efforts of the workers he employed. Yet he shared none of it with 

them.  

 

 Just so … in our time we have witnessed business leaders succumb to amnesia as the result of 

their affluence … amnesia that produces arrogant self-sufficiency … “I really am worth 500, 600 … 

even a thousand times the wages of the lowest-paid worker in my company.” And that arrogant self-

sufficiency has led to alienation and violence.  

 

 The climate of excess and greed they created in the financial markets wrought violence on 

the whole economy … producing staggering suffering among millions of Americans and even among 

people around the world. And having been bailed out by the government as “too big to fail,” Wall 

Street is at it again, securing for themselves pay packages beyond all reason. 

 

 The poor and marginalized in Jesus’ audience would have understood this parable, and they 

would have welcomed the outcome: “You go, God! That greedy so-and-so got just what he deserved!”  

 

 The question for us today … as it is in all Jesus’ parables, is where do we find ourselves in the 

parable? Are we the audience, cheering God on to strike down the rich oppressor? Or, are we the rich 

person, comfortable with our lives and our stuff … so comfortable that we forget who our neighbor is 

… and that any success we achieve is the providence of God … success that we should share with 

others joyfully and gratefully? 

 

 I like the way Clarence Jordan translated this passage in his Cotton Patch Version of Luke 

and Acts: in Clarence’s version the rich man says to himself,  

 

 “Self, you’ve got enough stuff stashed away to do you a long time.  Recline, dine, wine, and 

shine!” But God said to him, “You nitwit, at this very moment your goods are putting the screws 

on your soul.” 

 

 May we live in a manner such that our stuff doesn’t put the screws on our souls!   

 

Amen.  


