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“Rich Toward God” 
Luke 12:13-21 

     Rev. Dianne Tobey Covault, Pastor 
 
      On her first album, which was released in 1989, the folksinger Tracy Chapman has a song called “Mountains 
of Things.” I am not going to attempt to sing it to you, but the words themselves are worth hearing.  It is a vision of 
someone who has very little, and is wishing and hoping for more material goods, a vision with which I think most of 
us can identify.  Here are the beginning verses of the song: 
 

This life I always wanted/I guess I’ll never have/ I’ll be working for someone else/until I’m in 
my grave.  I’ll be dreaming of a life of ease and mountains, O mountains of things. 
To drive a big expensive car/drag my furs on the ground/And have a maid that I can tell/to 
bring me anything.  Everyone will look at me with envy and with greed.  I’ll revel in their 
attentions, and mountains, O mountains of things. 
Sweet lazy life, Champaign and caviar.  I hope you’ll come and find me, cause you know 
who we are.  Those who deserve the best in life/ and know what money’s worth/ and those 
whose soul misfortune/was having mountains of nothing at birth. 

      
I have to admit to you, this week’s gospel lesson was not an easy one for me to read, or to get ready to 

preach on.  It’s called the parable of the rich fool.  The thing is, right up to the end, I’m pretty sure I identify with 
that fool. 

The parable begins pretty nicely, with a wealthy landowner who has a good year and ends up with an 
abundance of crops, so many that his barns will not hold them all.  Now, I don’t know a lot about farming, but I do 
know that there are a lot more bad years than good years, it seems, for most farmers.  Either some sort of pest 
infects the whole field, or there is too much rain to early, or not enough rain, or the last freeze happens to soon, or 
the first freeze happens too late.  So, at this point, I am thinking, “Good for him!  He made it, and the fields 
produced well!”  I have to confess, when I first read the parable, it didn’t even occur to me that his idea of building 
bigger barns to hold the crops was a bad one.  I mean, Joseph, way back in the book of Genesis, did the same thing 
in Egypt, didn’t he?  Storing up the abundance for a time when a famine would come? 

It is a little disconcerting when the man starts to talk to himself and congratulate himself on how well he 
has done.  He tells his soul, the center of his being, that he no longer has any worries, that he can relax, finally, that 
he has it made.  He has hit the jackpot.  He has made the magic number. 

What is your magic number?  I can still remember when my parents figured out that they were millionaires, 
at least for a little while.  An engineer and a nurse, they had worked hard and saved and made some good business 
decisions, and they were millionaires – at least on paper, and at least until the stock market crashed.  Is a million 
enough for you?  Or would you need two?  Is it money?  Or maybe owning your home outright, with no mortgage?  
In Botswana, it’s having a large number of cattle.  Whatever your number is, have you ever reached it?  I think the 
thing about that “number” is that we never really attain it.  Because when we get there, we realize that the number 
has changed and gotten larger somehow, that what we thought would make us happy now, still, isn’t enough. 

My friend Karen shared with me this story from Leo Tolstoy.  One day a farmer received an amazing offer.  
For 1000 rubles he could buy all the land he could walk around in a day.  The only catch in the deal was that he had 
to be back at his starting point by sundown.  Early the next morning he started out walking at a fast pace.  By 
midday he was tired, but he kept going, covering more and more ground.  Well into the afternoon he realized that 
his greed had taken him far from the starting point.  He quickened his pace and as the sun began to sink low in the 
sky, he began to run, knowing that if he did not make it back by sundown the opportunity to become an even 
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bigger landowner would be lost.  As the sun began to sink below the horizon he came within sight of the finish line.  
Gasping for breath, his heart pounding, he called upon every bit of strength left in his body and staggered across 
the line just before the sun disappeared.  He made it!  And then he immediately collapsed, blood streaming from 
his mouth.  In a few minutes he was dead.  Afterwards, his servants dug a grave, six feet long, three feet wide”.  
Tolstoy titled his story, “How Much Land Does a Man Need?” 

The rich man in the parable never gets to find out if it really was enough for him.  He never even gets to 
build his bigger barns.  Because the next day, his wife finds him dead in his favorite chair, a ledger sheet beside him. 

Part of the problem I had with this story is that it reminds me too much of my own retirement investments, 
investments that I was told to make and to put as much into as I could from the time I started working when I was 
in my early 20s.  You know, those funds with the funny numbers that I don’t really understand like 401K and 403b.  
Even the most generous and kindhearted of my friends, a woman who died a few years ago, told me more than 
once “put part of your paycheck away every week, even if it is just $5…you will need it when you get older”  Isn’t 
the rich man being wise and not foolish by building barns to store his investments? 

But look at what Jesus tells us about the man.  How many times does the man use personal pronouns to 
describe his good fortune?  What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?  I will do this, I will build larger 
barns and I will store all of my grain and my goods. 

Did the man cause his crops to grow?  Did the man provide the good earth, or the ample rain, or the 
warming sun?  My guess is that the man didn’t even harvest the crops himself, as a man who was already rich, I am 
pretty sure he had hired hands who did that work for him.  And yet nowhere in the story do we hear the man 
providing a gift for those hired hands, or maybe giving some of his crops to his neighbors who might not have had 
as good a year as he did.  It is all about him.  I don’t think this story is about taking the time and energy to put some 
money away to live on when you get older.  I think it is more about how we approach that money in the first place, 
and what our priorities are when we have more than we need to live on day to day. It’s not, really, about stuff.  It’s 
more about greed. 

Greed is something that can be harder to define than just accumulating stuff. Greed really has nothing to 
do with how much money you have. And often greed isn’t even about money. You can be greedy with your time, 
greedy with your emotions, greedy in your relationships. Leo Tolstoy’s farmer wasn’t rich, but he was greedy, and it 
cost him his life. 

Some people just seem to not care about money or stuff. Last week on our mission trip, one of our project 
partners, Pastor Eric, is like that. He took a short trip to Home Depot while we were there, and came back to tell us 
he had given all of his cash to a guy in the parking lot of the store who was looking for a job. He left all of his tools 
on the floor of the apartment we were working in so we could use them freely. It was a great example, one I am not 
sure I could emulate.  Could you? 

Jesus warns the crowd with this story – “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves, but are 
not rich toward God.”  Think about it.  What does it mean to be rich toward God? 

I like that we are not called to be rich in God or rich with God, filled with God somehow like the man’s 
imaginary barns.  We are called to be rich toward God.  Being rich toward God seems to me to be more of an action 
than a state of being.  Being rich toward God means moving ourselves, and our wealth and the way we think about 
it, in God’s direction instead of in our own direction.   

For me, I think, being rich toward God means examining how I use my wealth and what messages I am 
sending in the ways that I use it.  It means making sure that I give credit where credit is due – that I acknowledge 
those who make my own life easier, and yes, richer, by their presence in it.  It means taking note of the purchases I 
make and how they affect not just me, but the world around me – environmentally and economically – and moving 
myself and my household toward a more sustainable style of living, one that will leave less of a footprint of waste 
upon God’s earth. 

What does being rich toward God mean to you? 
In the last verse of her song, Tracy Chapman sings about what can happen if we are not rich toward God, 

but fill our lives with material things: 
 

Mostly I feel lonely/ Good good people are/ good people are only/ My stepping stones  
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It's gonna take all my mountains o' things/ To surround me 
Keep all my enemies away/Keep my sadness and loneliness at bay 

 
We know that doesn’t work.  Mountains of things won’t erase our loneliness or our fear.  Being rich toward 

God is the only way to really move toward a life that is neither sad nor lonely, but filled with God’s goodness and 
the joy of human relationships. 

The good news is, when we take steps to make ourselves rich toward God, we find God is already moving 
toward us.  When we turn ourselves toward God’s goodness and abundance, God is there, waiting for us, ready to 
take us on our way.  And our community of faith is there to walk with us and to help us when we get turned around 
again, as we often will.   

Are you rich toward God?  If you aren’t, how could you change your life so that you are moving in that 
direction? 

Thanks be to God, we really don’t need mountains of things.  God is waiting for us, arms outstretched, with 
wealth we cannot even imagine.  Amen. 

 


