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A Parable for the Age of Anxiety 

Let’s just plunge right into this parable with a question: What exactly has this man done 
wrong? 

There is no reason we should think the rich man’s gains were ill-gotten.  He is not reported to 
have abused the poor.  He has not fleeced his shareholders.  There is no evidence of graft or theft.  
His gains have come through sowing, cultivating and harvesting.  He has been prudent and 
careful.  That’s good, right? 

So, just what exactly is his sin that he has been caricatured the fool? 

By any current measure he would be a model for following.  Parables are intended for 
teaching and if anything, the potential lessons learned this one could be foolhardy: Should we 
squander our resources?  It wasn’t that long ago that we read a parable where the squandering 
of resources was deemed dissolute living. 

No, there must be more to it. 

It all starts with a follower trying to draft Jesus into a family squabble.  “Tell my brother to 
split the inheritance with me,” says the man. 

We also know very little about him.  Perhaps his request is reasonable.  Grudges develop over 
such things as who gets what… when two people want the same cookie jar from the kitchen… 
emotions run high during times of loss and people speak hastily. 

We know nothing about this man’s story other than he feels he needs external support in his 
claim of the estate and he has come to Jesus seeking a mediator. 

But rather than mediating, Jesus tells a story.  That’s what a parable is: A story with a point. 

You’ve heard the story, and perhaps the pronouncement at the end struck you as harshly as 
it struck me: “You fool!  This very night your life will be required of you.  And who will get all of 
this?” 

Immediately following this story, we have a portion of preaching or teaching from Jesus filled 
with admonitions not to worry or to attach overmuch concern to such things as clothing and food, 
knowing that God, who has provided these to the hapless ravens and lilies, will surely do as 
much or more for us. 

Now, nowhere does this text endorse frivolity or wastefulness.  Jesus does not follow up on 
the parable with encouragement to go out and blow it all on a new Bentley. 

What he follows up with is an admonition against worry. 
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It might not seem obvious, but perhaps worry is more insidious than we think: we may not 
worry about literal barns full of goods, but surely, we do worry… and I want to be crystal clear 
here, we are not talking about the sort of anxiety that requires a clinical intervention.  No good is 
served by stigmatizing mental illness and dysfunction.  But that is not the kind of worry Jesus is 
talking about. 

Let me ask you a question: What do you worry about?  What particular anxiety gets under 
your skin? 

Yesterday morning, I would have said that our concerns tend not to be “game changers” like 
whether we will be able to eat or live indoors, but in a world where bullets keep flying, I can’t say 
that.  I would have said we tend to be anxious over things like school districts, whether we will 
perform as expected in our jobs, whether we have planned enough for retirement, and whether 
or not our health will hold out.  And we are still anxious about such things, even if they are put 
in perspective by the specter of violence. 

At a pretty fundamental level, the age in which we are living is marked by what Barbara 
Ehrenreich has termed, “The fear of falling.”1 

What she means is, if we are on the front nine of life, we are worried that our best efforts 
won’t be good enough to secure the future we want.  And if we are on the back nine of life, we 
worry about health and well-being, and the front nine of our children and grandchildren and 
those we love. 

I suspect for many of us the tendency to equate material provisions with security was 
effectively curtailed by the economic events of 2008 and the subsequent wet blanket on our 
economy.  And if you don’t remember it, the lesson was simple: Wealth can prove to be a fickle 
source of security. 

Whatever our reasons, whatever our experience, the “fear of falling” is real. 

Is it any wonder then, with such a fear, that Jesus’s parable might even strike us as 
ridiculously idealistic at best and supremely foolish at worst? 

But here’s the rub: It’s hard to argue with the reality that all of our lives are finite. 

As the rich man hears, tonight his very life is required.  There is no security against that.  
Frankly, worrying about it is an exercise in futility.  We will all die.  And what then, will become 
of what we have accumulated? 

I suspect that’s a hard thing to hear in any age. 

So, perhaps we should pay some attention to what it means to be “Rich toward God.” 

What do you think that means? 

                                                
1 Wuthnow, Robert.  The Crisis in the Churches: Spiritual Malaise, Fiscal Woe 
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The parable is most assuredly not about squandering our resources in dissolute living, and 
rather obviously it is also not about the acquisition of great wealth. 

But, if we are inclined to dismiss what this parable says about money and the acquisition and 
disposition of it, that’s our first clue we should pay attention to what it says to us about wealth.  
Anytime we claim a biblical text is not about what it obviously is about, we need to pay attention 
to why we think that is. 

But once we are done thinking about what this text asks us to consider about our money, then 
we can entertain the possibility that there might be another point…  and I suspect its point is for 
us to live life as God calls us to live! 

Jesus is reminding us that there is more to life than stuff, even the stuff we think is most 
important. 

Faith in Jesus Christ is always the calling into a way of life.  The calling of God on our lives 
can be both frightening and exhilarating. 

And it is a call whose urgency is unrelenting, because the issues of life are unrelenting. 

A decade ago, Princeton sociologist Robert Wuthnow concluded that there was a conviction 
emerging among persons of faith, Christians and non-Christians alike, that something is very 
wrong in our society.  We believe that consumerism is rampant and most of us have far more 
than we need.  We are awash in a mess of gotta have ‘em goods.  The expectation of consumption 
is killing us.  Indeed, our consumption is killing the earth God made and loves as well. 

The truth is that I suspect most of us have a keen sense that things aren’t going the way God 
wants them to go right now, and we aren’t always a hundred percent sure what to do about it.  
But here’s a little doctrinal truth for us: whenever we’re talking about things not being the way 
they are supposed to be, we’re talking about sin. 

And as with any sin, any brokenness, there is always a root cause. 

What we have surrounded ourselves with is the sin of acquisitiveness, only I’m not sure we 
call it that anymore. 

Now we call it taking care of ourselves. 

And the problem with that is that it doesn’t leave much room for God to take care of us. 

We make ourselves the masters of our own destiny.  We want to control our future. 

That is the point of this parable: The rich man is not dishonest.  He has not done anything 
overtly evil.  He is just self-centered.  He believes he can control his own universe. 

Now, I’m not advocating financial irresponsibility.  I’m too Presbyterian for that. 

But perhaps we don’t really trust that God will take care of us? 
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That is, at least in part, what it means to be human: to trust that God loves us enough to take 
care of us, and in that reality to be freed to take care of others, indeed that we are freed to become 
“repairers of the breach,” charged by God with the repair of the world. 

I’m not sure that we spend much time daily, if at all, contemplating what it means to be 
human.  It’s the origin of the word humane, of course.  God made us in God’s image and God 
considers that a good thing.  That is what defines humanity and defines what it is to be humane 
toward the world.  We are made in the image of God who defines God’s very own self in 
community as the triune God.  Our greatest commandment is to live as God created us to live: 
loving God and loving neighbor.  That is not happening if we are focused solely on the acquisition 
or dispensation of goods at the expense of the acquisition and dispensation of good.  We consider 
the lilies, and we determine they need work. 

We are God’s witness for good in the world.  That’s what it means to live with richness toward 
God.  It means to be concerned about the things God is concerned with. 

A few weeks ago, we considered the possibility that Jesus was telling us a parable about fear.  
This is a parable for today because we do live in an age of anxiety. 

And I would love to tell you how to make the leap from fretting over the future, or even 
fretting over the present, but the truth is there’s no magic trick.  There’s no potion.  There’s no 
mantra… there’s only trust. 

I love the way Anne Lamott puts it in Traveling Mercies, where she writes, 

"It's funny: I always imagined when I was a kid that adults had some kind of inner toolbox 
full of shiny tools: the saw of discernment, the hammer of wisdom, the sandpaper of patience. 
But then when I grew up I found that life handed you these rusty bent old tools - friendships, 
prayer, conscience, honesty - and said 'do the best you can with these, they will have to do'. And 
mostly, against all odds, they do."2  

There is no insulating ourselves from the things that worry us, and frankly uncertainty, by 
definition, lurks around every corner.   We can’t fill a barn with enough of anything to guarantee 
our future.  There isn’t enough money or stuff to insulate us from the problems of the world.  Life 
just doesn’t work that way… I’m all about some good plans, but, if I’ve learned one thing, they 
better be adaptable plans.  We humans don’t much care for uncertainty… there’s a reason why 
the financial markets plunge at the prospect of the unknown: Markets hate uncertainty and I 
suspect most of us do too! 

We don’t have plans for that.  But God does.  And that’s just the point. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 

                                                
2 Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies.   


