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It wasn’t especially meant to be funny—but it always seemed to elicit a good chuckle. 

I often found myself saying it around five years ago, during the early stages of 
retirement. 

People would come up to me in the supermarket or at a cocktail party and ask, 

“So what are you doing with yourself these days?” 

“Playing any golf?  Traveling?  Visiting the grandchildren?” 

And I would look at them and deadpan, “Actually, I have been quite ill …”   

And as a look of concern would come into their eyes, I would complete the 
sentence  

by exclaiming, “I am sick of being owned by too many houses!”  

It felt good to get it off my chest, and I suppose it was mildly gratifying when people 
would laugh in response, and say, 

“Now that’s an interesting way of putting it!” 

But it didn’t do much to alleviate the disease from which I was suffering. 

Now, it happens that in my case, three was the number of houses that were around my 
neck like a millstone. 

House number one was the house that had been our primary residence for over twelve 
years, 

a house we were ready to sell. 

But its nearly 3,000 square feet contained the accumulation of 45 years of married life, 

plus all the family antiques and keepsakes that we had saved to pass on to the 
kids,  

who now, of course, did not want any of it.  

(You know the drill). 

And of course, if it were going to go on the market, the downstairs would require 
hardwood floors throughout, and a completely renovated kitchen.  



House number two was the family cottage in the mountains of Montreat, NC.  Several 
years earlier, the endless physical management needs of that quaint-but-aging structure 
had transferred primarily to me after the physical decline and eventual death of my 
parents. 

Then, house number three was a fully furnished condo that had belonged to my recently 
deceased father, 

which needed to be emptied and also receive the requisite hardwood floors and 
renovated kitchen before being put on the market. 

And just to add to the fun, the entire two-car garage back at house number one was 
filled with all the stuff  

that my late parents couldn’t fit into that condo years earlier, but had never gotten 
rid of. 

 

Now, it also happens that all of this was occurring right at the time that I was being 
pulled into interim ministry. 

So truth be told, the weight of doing something about these burdens probably fell 
more heavily on Dana. 

Not to mention that she is more unflappable about such things, while I am the 
designated grouser. 

And grouse, I did. 

 

But the reason I am telling you all of this, is because that experience  

has deeply affected the way that this story in Luke’s gospel hit me as I wrestled 
with it in recent weeks. 

It’s not as if I hadn’t preached on this passage before.  And chances are, you may not 
be a stranger to Luke’s story, either. 

After all, it appears pretty straightforward, nothing all that subtle about it 

(especially when the Almighty addresses someone as, “You fool!!”). 

But this time, something jumped out when I was checking on the latest research and 
commentary. 

It comes in that part where God tells this self-satisfied rich guy that he is going to 
die that very night, 

and then asks rhetorically, to whom will all those barns and crops belong.   



It turns out that in recent years, two different exegetical experts have lifted up a problem 
in translation  

that seems to have been overlooked by all of the commentators over the years. 

And lo and behold, when you go back and look at the original Greek, 

 it sure looks to me that they are right. 

The problem is that Jesus doesn’t say that the rich guy is going to die that evening; 

that’s an assumption we make because even the better translations read 
something to the effect that “tonight your life is demanded of you.” 

But what the Greek actually says is this:  

“Tonight these things of yours will demand your SOUL from you.“ 

In other words: you no longer own these possessions; they have come to own you!” 

And henceforth, in life or in death, you are marked by your imprisonment to what 
you have gathered and hoarded. 

 

So yes, my response was, “Gulp, I know this story—I have lived it … and survived to tell 
about it!” 

And maybe some of you have, too. 

 

But if you set your mind to it, of course, you can water down the applicability of Luke’s 
story to your life or mine. 

For one thing, the rich fool’s entire soliloquy is peppered with “I, me, and my.”  
There is no hint of any sense of broader responsibility in his stewardship of his 
possessions.  

And in fairness, that does not describe you or me, or this church. 

Likewise, he is supremely self-congratulatory about his attainments. 

While the very fact that you are here this morning suggests that you have no 
illusions of self-sufficiency. 

Moreover, it should be noted that Luke’s gospel is notorious for seeing wealth as bad.   

If Jesus or his mother Mary or his cousin John the Baptist ever point to the idea 
that wealth can be used responsibly,  

you probably will not find it in Luke.  



Yet you and I are well-versed in a message from other parts of the Bible that wealth and 
possessions are more of a neutral factor— 

even, possibly, a sign of God’s blessing. 

With the understanding, of course, that responsible stewardship of these things is 
to be expected.  That’s being “rich toward God.” 

And it’s also worth remembering that this account didn’t start with the “rich fool”; 

he’s just a character in a story Jesus made up, in response to some guy who was 
complaining 

that he might not get all of the inheritance that he thought should be coming to 
him.  

 

Meanwhile, back to my dilemma. 

Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that I am so far surviving this creepy 
realization of being owned by my possessions. 

 Because, as they say, it “ain’t over yet.” 

Yes, we sold house number one and my father’s condo (both probably at a cumulative 
loss, if we are honest with ourselves). 

And all the contents of the condo, plus a huge portion of the contents of that big 
house, 

were simply given away rather than being sold,  

so eager were we to free ourselves of being owned by our possessions. 

Now you could argue that good stewardship might have dictated that we put price tags 
on all of those things, 

 and give the proceeds to the poor 

(which is more or less the question that Judas asked of Jesus that time that one 
of the Marys was pouring expensive ointment on him).    

But the thing is, we wanted our souls back, as quickly as possible.  

 

But now, a few years later, getting pulled into interim ministry has complicated and 
slowed the process of disencumbering, 

what with a series of rental apartments also coming into the picture, 



and more stuff parked in climate-controlled storage units than I would like to 
admit. 

Because even if the kids don’t want it, it’s stuff that meant a great deal to Great Aunt 
Della, or just seems too potentially useful to part with. 

 So what’re ya gonna do? 

 

In the end, I guess we’re still just coming to grips with another of those strange stories 
that I wish Jesus would stop telling; 

ones that leave you feeling as if he has been listening in on your conversations 
with your spouse.  

So to be perfectly honest, no, I don’t aspire to live without possessions, nor do I wish 
that for you.  But nobody likes to be called, “Fool!” 

Especially by someone who, in his own Sermon on the Mount, said that is a 
really bad thing to call someone.  

Besides, it’s not as if any of us are going to starve, anyway.  In fact, word has it  

that the one who told this story will be hosting a meal, here in this very place, in 
just a few minutes.   

And I hear that it’s one that will provide all the sustenance you or I will ever need, no 
matter how much or little we possess. 

A meal to which even fools are invited. 

Please pray with me:  Relieve us, O Lord, of whatever threatens to own us.  Let us be 
not “rich fools,” but wise stewards, “rich toward God.”  Through Christ Our Lord, Amen.    

 


