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Service at Newbury Gazebo
TEXT: Luke 12:15  “And Jesus said to them, ‘Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of
greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.’” 
PURPOSE: To invite us to find our most trustworthy security in our relationship with God,
through we are able to have a right relationship with the things of this world.
______________________________________________________________________________

What makes you feel secure?   Here’s an interesting way to explore that: In
the Hebrew language, the way to say “how are you?” can roughly be translated,
“how is your Shalom?” And the answer, equivalent to our “I’m fine,” can be
translated, “In order, thank you.”  Joyce edits our quarterly newsletter, the name of
which is Shalom.  Putting Shalom together involves a lot of moving articles
around until everything fits just right.  So I know it gives her much joy when a
Shalom is in order, thank you.  But the word “shalom” means peace, wellbeing,
wholeness.  So asking ‘what makes us feel secure?’ is like asking, ‘what puts our
wellbeing in order?’  

One way to get at this is to get a sense of what makes us feel insecure.  My
motorcycle was making a funny noise as I was driving it home from Newbury last
Tuesday.  That made me feel insecure.  The company I’ve trusted for nineteen
years to tell me what to do to keep my pool clean and clear is going out of
business this fall.  That makes me feel insecure.  For many of us, even temporarily
misplacing our mobile phone can make us feel very insecure.  I know that if I’m
not sure where mine is, I tend to stop whatever I’m doing and go hunting for it. 
Probably one reason we still have a land line is so that I can call my missing cell
phone.  On a much larger scale, we learned this week of another huge data breach,
this one related to Capital One, the credit card company whose commercials ask,
“What’s in your wallet?”  I guess someone figured out how to find out what’s in
some of our wallets.  This surely has made Capital One customers feel dreadfully
insecure.  What makes us feel insecure, what disorders our shalom, is when the
resources and the things we’ve come to depend on turn out to be less than
unquestionably dependable.  

So what makes us feel secure?  Certainly stable, trustworthy relationships. 
Living in a home we can afford, one in which all the utilities are working properly. 
Having a reliable vehicle.  Having enough money to pay our bills.  Knowing that
our personal information is safe from hackers.  For most of us, we don’t need
much more than that.  Maybe sometimes we fantasize about having nicer things,
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and imagine that having more money would allow us to have a more pleasant life,
but when we hear Jesus’ parable about the rich fool building bigger barns, we are
likely to say, that’s not a problem I have.  That parable points a finger at filthy rich
people, and yes, they’d better watch out.  

Jesus opened that parable with a warning: “Be on your guard against all
kinds of greed, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”
(Luke 12:15)  The Jerusalem Bible’s rendering of that verse reads like this:
“Watch and be on your guard against avarice of any kind, for our lives are not
made secure by what we own, even when we have more than we need.”  That way
of putting it pushes the warning past just addressing rich people to speak to all of
us who think our lives are made secure and our shalom is kept in order by the
things that we own.  The rich man in Jesus’ parable follows a logic which is as
acceptable in our time as it was back then.  That logic justifies him keeping his
abundant harvest for himself.  After all, it is his, and he’s the one who worked for
it.  There is no reason why he should think of sharing his good fortune with people
who are less fortunate.  He speaks of my crops, my barns, my goods, and finally,
my soul.  And the point of his wealth is his own pleasure.  As one paraphrase of
the passage renders his conversation with himself, he says, “Self, you’ve got
enough stuff stashed away to do you a long time.  Recline, wine, dine and shine!”1  

But then God shows up, calls the man a fool, and says, “This very night
your soul is being demanded of you.”  (Luke 12:20)  It’s easy to think this means
that the man is going to die right then and there, before he builds his bigger barns,
before he gets to live the life of the idle rich.  But who, or what, is demanding the
man’s soul?  The phrase is in the third person plural, as in they are demanding
your soul.  It’s not God taking the man’s life, it’s his things.  It’s not God
punishing the man for his preoccupation with possessions; it’s God telling him the
truth about his life.  Because he has made what he owns the source of his life’s
security, instead of owning his possessions, it’s his possessions which are owning
him.  This is a danger anyone can fall into, no matter how much we own.  If my
weekend is spoiled because my pool is full of algae, it owns me.  If I go half crazy
because my phone’s battery is dying, or if I can’t ignore its beeps and chirps
telling me that someone’s sent me a message or posted something on Facebook, it

1Jordan, Clarence, The Cotton Patch Version of Luke and Acts; New Win Publishing, Clinton,NJ, 1989.
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owns me.  

What’s missing from all this, for the rich man as well as for our own
thinking about what makes our lives secure, is any sense that our lives are only
made secure in God, that God is all we need to keep our shalom in order.  Peter
Rhea Jones speaks of “practical atheism.”  If a person professes belief in God, but
deals with possessions and plans for the future with no thought of God, that is
practical atheism.2  Practical atheism is an insidious spiritual disease.  It is capable
of infecting even the most regular of churchgoers, simply because it feels natural,
even right, to rely on ourselves and on the things we have made.  

Now, I’m not going to suggest that we vaccinate ourselves from this disease
by all of us throwing our cell phones into the lake and shouting, “I’m free!”  Nor
am I expecting myself on theological grounds to accept bright green pool water, or
to regard the pool itself as an unjustifiable luxury and get rid of it.  The
inescapable truth is that we live in a material world, and, to a greater or lesser
degree, we depend on material things.  The deeper truth is that God created this
material world and called it good and wants us to enjoy living in it.  “It is God’s
gift,” says the author of the Bible book of Ecclesiastes, “that all should eat and
drink and take pleasure in all their toil.”  (Ecclesiastes 3:13)  That’s exactly what
the rich fool was planning to do, except for this: he regarded his fortunate situation
as the result of his own effort, and not as a gift from God.  

God is not expecting us to deprive ourselves of creation’s abundance and
life’s pleasures.  Rather, God wants us to regard all that we have as gifts from a
generous God who wants us to enjoy life.  It is that understanding which puts us in
right relationship with things.  Rather than being possessed by our possessions, we
know ourselves as belonging to God, and we reckon that belonging as what makes
our life secure.  

Okay, so how might the rich man’s decision making process proceed for
God to call him wise rather than foolish?  Allow me to turn Jesus’ story on its
head, and to locate it in our time.  

2Quoted in Culpepper, R. Alan, The Gospel of Luke; in The New Interpreter’s Bible; Vol IX, Abingdon  
Press, Nashville, 1995. P. 257.



Life Made Secure
August 4, 2019
page 4

“The land of a rich man produced an extraordinarily abundant harvest.  The
first thing he did in response was to share this news as a joy at one of his
church’s worship services.  ‘God has blessed me beyond my wildest
imaginings,’ he said.  ‘I have far more than I need, and far more than I can
store.’  Next, he called together a team of advisors: his state representative,
his pastor, a representative from an international relief and development
organization, the head of the grain processing plant with whom he’d done
business for years.  ‘Can we, together, come up with a way to make the best
use of this abundance?’ he asked his consultants.  ‘I’d like to use some of
the profits to improve my equipment, but I also want a way for this blessing
that’s come my way to make a difference for good in the lives of people
who haven’t been so fortunate.’  Lots of ideas were tossed around, and
finally, the group agreed that the farmer would donate a tithe of proceeds
from the harvest to a project helping farmers in developing countries
practice sustainable agriculture.  Finally, he threw a magnificent party for
his friends and neighbors.  He positively glowed with joy because of the
pleasure he’d been able to give to so many other people.  That night, after
the party, God came to him and said, ‘You wise and generous man.  You
have been a good steward of my gifts.  You have not only blessed others out
of your abundance, you have enriched your soul.  Your shalom is in order.’” 
So it is, I hope Jesus then would say as a conclusion to the parable, with
those who understand good fortune as a blessing from God.  

What makes life secure?  Not the accumulation of stuff, but the
accumulation of grace.  Not preoccupation with me and mine, but generous
participation in community.  Not trust in ourselves and the things we have made,
but trust in God, and a grateful heart, and generous sharing of what God has given
us.  That’s what enriches our soul.  That’s what puts our shalom in order, and
keeps it in order.  


