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Sermon 

In some ways this seems like an odd gospel reading for a Harvest Festival. Here 

we are celebrating a fine harvest from fields and kitchens and the more we have 

on display the more relieved and satisfied we feel, and yet Jesus seems to be 

telling us that all this effort and worry is rather unnecessary since God provides 

beautiful clothes for the flowers and food for the ravens. 

And what exactly is the problem with building bigger barns to store up resources 

during the bountiful times so that there’s more available when times are difficult? 

Frugal people – and I was certainly taught by my parents to be frugal – frugal 

people have long saved up for rainy days and carefully put away money for 

retirement and for their children and grandchildren.  

Wasn’t this also exactly what Joseph advised Pharaoh to do in Egypt when he 

dreamed of seven years of plenty followed by seven years of famine? If that 

careful preparation was seen as wise, why is Jesus suddenly telling his followers 

that such forward planning is not necessary and could even be seen as rather 

disrespectful of God’s role in providing for the needs of his creation? 

To figure out this conundrum, we probably need to have a closer look at what 

Jesus is criticising and why he’s doing it. 

The context is that a man in the crowd following Jesus has just appealed to him 

to tell his brother to share their family inheritance. As I understand it, according 

to Jewish law at the time, the eldest brother would gain two thirds of the family 

inheritance, with the younger brother receiving one third. This therefore sounds 



like an appeal perhaps by the younger brother that the elder should share what 

he has received from the family estate. 

In response, Jesus refuses to get involved, but instead tells this story about the 

rich man who pulls down his barns to build bigger ones, not realising that his life 

is about to come to an end and all his earthly riches about to become totally 

irrelevant. “Whose will they be?” Jesus asks, because you certainly can’t take 

them with you. 

And then comes the key phrase which tells us what Jesus is really asking of us: 

“So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich 

towards God”. The problem is not necessarily the new barns, or even the fact 

that the landowner is rich; the problem is that he is so focussed on himself and 

his own personal wealth that he is not at all rich towards God – he doesn’t think 

of God at all. 

In both the English translation and the original Greek, the parable is full of ‘I’, 

‘me’, ‘my’. “What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops”. “I will do 

this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my 

grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up 

for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry”.  

There is no concern in this man’s response for anyone other than himself. Even 

when he says the word ‘you’, he’s still talking to his own soul! He shows no 

concern for his neighbours, those who can’t afford land or any barns at all, let 

alone bigger ones. He shows no concern for the foreigner, the immigrant, the 

widow, the sick, the orphan, or anyone on the margins of society. He doesn’t 

even show any interest in providing for his own family. He intends to spend his 

wealth on eating, drinking and being merry. 

Not only has the man ignored all the people around him, but he has also 

forgotten that God’s hand is instrumental in everything he has received. As far 



as he is concerned, his good fortune is entirely his own doing! Nowhere does 

he think to offer thanks to God. 

And thirdly, the man has forgotten that all life comes to an end, even his own, 

and often entirely unexpectedly. Sooner or later, death will permanently 

separate him from his wealth, and then all that matters will be whether he is rich 

towards God. 

But what does it mean to be rich towards God? Since it’s clearly not about having 

big barns full of wealth, what is it all about? 

[Time for discussion!] 

In the gospel reading, Jesus doesn’t really give us a definite answer to this 

question, but according to many of Jesus’ parables, it often seemed to involve 

making yourself more vulnerable, or less wealthy, for the sake of someone else. 

In the passage that follows this one, Jesus tells us to sell our possessions and give 

to the poor, so that we will have an unfailing treasure in heaven, where it cannot 

ever be stolen. There’s no real escape from that one. Being rich towards God 

means supporting others with what we possess, knowing full well that what we 

have came from God in the first place. It’s why a priest often speaks those words 

over the offering – be it bread, wine, or money – “All things come from you, and 

of your own do we give you; it’s what I’m praying when you see me make the 

sign of the cross over the collection plate during the Offertory.  

Luke’s gospel, with its continuous focus on Jesus’ support for the poor, has many 

passages that connect richness towards God with generosity with what we have, 

be it our time or our money. In the parable of the Good Samaritan from chapter 

ten, the Samaritan is rich towards God despite being a social and religious 

outcast, because he spends time with the injured man and pays for his recovery. 

Also in chapter ten, Mary of Bethany is considered rich towards God because 

she chooses to spend her time learning from Jesus, despite being a woman in a 



patriarchal society. In chapters eleven and twelve we learn that being rich 

towards God also consists of trusting in God first and foremost, rather than 

relying only on our own abilities. To be rich towards God we must remember 

that our abilities, like our possessions, are also given to us by God. That’s why 

we call our natural talents, ‘gifts’, even if we’ve practiced very hard to improve 

them. 

According to Jesus, our gratitude towards God actually creates the kingdom of 

God around us. If we live in a community where everyone is always thinking first 

of others, then that mindset of generosity will not only make us rich towards 

God and make us ready for heaven, but will also create a foretaste of heaven 

right here and now. 

So, our first task as Christians is to want to be this sort of person. That’s 

probably why we’re here, today. We want to be kind and generous and loving; 

we want to be like Christ, and we want others to be like that too. Church is a 

place where we can learn how to pray and encounter God’s love for us, but also 

where we meet others with whom we can practice the generosity, forgiveness 

and compassion to which God is calling us.  

This is why our Harvest Festivals are so important. They’re not just an 

opportunity to celebrate God’s blessings and show off our overflowing goods, 

but an opportunity to give away what we have to those who have much less, and 

to remember the God who loves us so much that he gave us absolutely 

everything we have, including – most importantly – Himself. 

 


