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The 19th century industrialist and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie said, “It’s not a sin to 
be rich. It’s a sin to die rich.” That one quote leads to so many questions and issues 
around wealth, and speaks directly to today’s story from Luke’s gospel. 
 
I’d like to start by putting the story into its context, which, by the way, is not unlike our 
current context. I’m sure you’ll hear many parallels. 
 
The NRSV version, which we heard read, introduces the story with the words, “The land 
of a rich man produced abundantly.” Eugene Peterson, in his version, The Message, 
paraphrases that with the words “the farm of a certain rich man produced a terrific 
crop.” Sounds like it’s talking about a successful Saskatchewan farmer who owns a 
couple of thousand acres of good land which he farms himself. Not quite. 
 
In the advanced agrarian society of Jesus’ time, this man was most definitely an 
absentee landowner, one of the elites of society, whose tenant farmers did the actual 
work and who returned the spoils to said landowner. There are other biblical stories 
that describe this relationship more clearly: the parable of what are called the wicked 
tenants, from Mark’s gospel (Mk 12: 1-12) which tells of tenants who revolt against the 
large rent being collected by their landowner’s representative; the parable of the 
labourers in the vineyard from Matthew’s gospel (Mt 20: 1-16), in which it’s made quite 
clear that the labourers were absolutely at the mercy of those who may or may not hire 
them, paying enough to keep them alive for one more day.  Other tangential parables as 
well, like the Unmerciful Servant and the Parable of the Talents, all unmask the 
aristocratic empire of the time. 
 
This was not simply a rich farmer; he was higher up on the pecking order than that. He 
would have been a member of the ruling class elites, for whom the quest for wealth, 
status, and power never ceased. They were always trying to advance their position and 
to secure their gains.  
 
Jesus knew his society. He saw the inequalities, the injustices; he knew first-hand how 
the lower echelons of society were at the mercy of those of higher rank. He saw how, 
despite working their fingers to the bone, they would never see the fruits of their 
labours except to store them in the bigger and bigger barns of the elites.  
 
Why is the quest for wealth so compelling? Today is no different from 2000 years ago or 
4000 years ago. The acquisition of wealth promises many things to those who seek it. It 
promises power and prestige and a sense of superiority and entitlement. The rich 
landowner certainly felt entitled and superior to those who worked his land. Wealth 
accumulation can also give the illusion of security and control in an uncertain world.   
 



Jesus, along with many biblical prophets and faithful justice-seekers in all ages, 
reminded his listeners again and again, through parables and through his very life, that 
status comes not from seeking control but from relinquishing it, not from focus on self 
but from care for others. 
 
Through the ages, people committed to deep social values, Christian and non-Christian 
alike, have spoken and lived lives of stewardship, of generosity, of simplicity. Within our 
Christian history, Saint Francis of Assisi and Clare of Assisi, Francis’ female counterpart, 
as well as the more contemporary Dorothy Day of the Catholic Worker Movement, lived 
lives of poverty, simplicity and service. Within the ancient world, Seneca the Younger, a 
contemporary of Jesus, said: “It is not the [person] who has too little but the person 
who craves more who is poor.” Even earlier Socrates had said that “the wealthiest 
person is the person who is contented with the least”. A couple of centuries after the 
Reformation, Thomas Manton, a 17th century Puritan clergyman, said that God gave us 
wealth, not that we should be hoarders but dispensers. These are just a few examples of 
those who recognized the truth and value of today’s parable. 
 
In 1889, Andrew Carnegie wrote what is commonly called The Gospel of Wealth, which 
focused on the responsibilities of the rich toward the whole of society, "Wealth,” said 
Carnegie, “is not to feed our egos but to feed the hungry and to help people help 
themselves." He also wrote that, "The sole purpose of being rich is to give away money," 
and he did it! One contribution he made was the building of over 2500 libraries in North 
America and around the world, to make available to everyone a means of self-
education. Carnegie argued against the wasteful use of capital in the form of 
extravagance, irresponsible spending, or self-indulgence, instead promoting the 
administration of that capital over the course of one's lifetime toward the cause of 
reducing the chasm between the rich and the poor. 
 
All these people lived in the strong and sure belief that the real measure of our wealth is 
how much we would be worth if we lost all our money. 
 
And yet, the grasping for more and more not only still exists but is promoted and 
applauded within our current culture. Jeff Bezos, who seems to be stretching to think of 
the next thing to buy for himself, is currently waiting for delivery of a yacht so big that 
the builder has had to seek permission from the city of Rotterdam in the Netherlands to 
temporarily dismantle one of the bridges there in order to float the yacht from its 
shipyard to the sea. Amid huge protests from the Dutch citizenry, the boat’s builder has 
decided not to seek a permit and what would be the world’s largest sailing yacht 
remains, unfinished, in drydock. Poor Jeff. 
 
By contrast, Warren Buffett, the world’s eighth wealthiest person, lives in the same 
residence in Omaha, Neb., that he bought in 1958 for $31,500, the equivalent of roughly 
$285,000 in 2020 dollars, and he drives a 2014 Cadillac XTS. He is now halfway toward 
his goal of giving away his massive fortune to charitable organizations.  



 
 
 
The wealthy elites of Jesus’ time and the wealthy elites of our own time have much in 
common: a sense of entitlement, a sense that they deserve more and more, and also 
that money confers power and status. 
 
Lest we rise up too quickly in moral indignation, we have to realize that in world terms, 
we are the elite. We enjoy riches far beyond, and often at the expense of, the vast 
majority of the world’s population. Most of us enjoy the privilege, for example, of being 
able to stop working for a living at some point in our lives and enjoy retirement. Most of 
the world doesn’t have that luxury.  
 
What I hope we can take away from this story is that monetary wealth has no intrinsic 
value; it is we who give it value. It can be seen as an end in itself; it can marginalize, 
inflate egos, build empires and slums. It can also be used to feed and house, to right 
wrongs, to bring comfort and support, to buy freedom. It can be acknowledged as one 
of God’s many gifts, to be used in gratitude and love.  
 
Jesus says in our parable, “Your life is required of you NOW.” – Not your money, friend, 
your life. In every decision I make, in every decision you make, we are saying something 
about where we place our ultimate value and what our lives are based on. 
 
Ralph Waldo Emerson said that success is, among other things: “to laugh often and 
much, to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of children, … to 
appreciate beauty, to find the best in others, to leave the world a bit better, whether by 
a healthy child, a garden patch, or a redeemed social condition; to know even one life 
has breathed easier because you have lived.”  
 
 
   


