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RICH 

 

What do you think of when I mention the concept, „the American Dream?‟  There were two political conventions 

over the last two weeks and the American Dream got mentioned at each of them.  Clearly, the makeup of such a 

dream has changed over time in our country.  My Hill family forbears moved by wagon from Kentucky to Texas 

in the 1850‟s in search of cheap land on which they dreamed they would be able to do more than eke out a bare 

living.  The land, which they could afford out in west central Texas, on which my father was raised, was a bit less 

than dreamy.  According to my reading, the term, „the American Dream‟ was not really popularized until 1931 

when a historian focused on it in a book. 1 Since that work came out during the early years of the Great 

Depression, the economic part of the American Dream might have had an outsized portion of the overall concept, 

even though it was presented as going beyond being just a dream of material plenty. 

I bring all of this up because in the parable Jesus told in our scripture reading today, there is a person portrayed as 

someone who fulfilled what some might understand as the American Dream, at least an agrarian form of it.  The 

man planted crops and with what I am sure was significant work, there was such a productive return that his 

current barns were not big enough to store all of the grain and his goods.  So he tore down his old barns and built 

bigger ones so he could store everything.  He understood that he would have ample supplies to last throughout his 

life.  As a result, he decides he had reached the point where he could relax, eat, drink, and be merry.  Does that 

sound like a simple version of the American Dream to you?  But somehow, Jesus deems that person as not being 

rich toward God.  Being rich toward God - how is that done?  This man had collected so much grain that he made 

a decision to build bigger barns to hold it all.  Is there anything really wrong with that? 

Different people collect different things.  It seems we have begun to do a lot of collecting in our country.  There 

are now more self-storage facilities in America than the number of McDonalds and Starbucks combined. 2  Of 

course, that stuff stored there goes beyond the stuff we have in our homes and apartments.  Some might find some 

security in having a storage barn that enables them to hold onto all of that stuff.   

There are other kinds of „bigger barn-building‟ that goes on.  Some devote their lives to accumulating things that 

aren‟t of a material nature.  One way that happens is when someone obsessively looks to ever expand their list of 

accomplishments, tearing up their old resumes to build ever bigger ones, as if such a long list is that which offers 

ultimate security.  Some try to overstuff their lives with all kinds of experiences.  A bucket list isn‟t big enough, 

so they tear that up and build a barrel list, where their lives are consumed with doing more, more, more, perhaps 

as a way to try to disguise the emptiness of their lives.  There are some people who hold onto every hurt or affront 

so they end up building a bigger bitterness barn so they have ample evidence that they are better than all those 

against whom they have grievances.  We can store up things or experiences that can keep us from being rich 

toward God.   

But let‟s get back to the parable.  At a time before investments in stocks and bonds, was stockpiling a commodity 

such as grain to have a nest egg that offered some financial security such a bad thing?  Isn‟t Jesus being a bit 

harsh toward this version of the American Dream?  To a situation where the man has an abundance he currently 

cannot handle, he responded to the situation this way.  The man thought to himself, “What should I do, for I have 

no place to store my crops?” Then he said, “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.‟”  Anyone want to guess how many times the man says „I‟ or „my‟ in 

those three sentences of thought and expression?  Eleven times!  Perhaps he was vying to be self-sufficient, but 

here‟s a pretty good indication that his life is self-contained.  Oh, yes, he was wealthy.  But he is showing that he 

is impoverished as well.   

Perhaps a start on being rich toward God is to grow in awareness of the richness that comes from God.  The first 

sentence of the parable is: “The land of a rich man produced abundantly.”  The land produced – the man couldn‟t 

be self-sufficient because he couldn‟t grow grain without the land and the seed and the sunshine and the rain, all 

provided by God.  There was great richness from God that afforded him an opportunity to become richer toward 

God.  But even the smallest storehouse to hold the man‟s sense of gratitude would have been adequate because in 

the story, no expression of gratitude exists even when he had been so blessed.  How impoverished is that?   

With having plenty to eat, the man did not need to constantly search to meet his basic needs, so he had been given 

the gift of having an opportunity to reflect on his life.  And yet he didn‟t recognize that life can be fleeting.  

Things can happen that are beyond any person‟s control.  The man had the chance to recognize that while having 

plenty of food and possessions can offer some limited security, being in relationship with God offers unlimited 

care.  The man neglected the much better source on which to rely.   

Also, the man, like each one of us, had resources placed within his care that he could have used to show that his 

life was aligned with God‟s purposes.  He had been blessed, but he missed using his blessing as a means to bless 

others.  Those who were in need were not even part of the man‟s consideration about what to do with the 

abundance placed in his care.  He was so focused on himself that he missed a chance to grow in his richness 

toward God.  He went after what some of us would call the American Dream instead of orienting himself to be a 

part of God‟s Dream.  This is a dream that is expansive instead of narrow.  It is a dream that meets not just the 

desires of one, but the needs of all.  Instead of building bigger barns, he could have focused on having a bigger 

heart as a place for God‟s presence, power, love and grace to be stored and used.   

Some of us would like to be presented with the problem that the man in the parable had – having so much that it 

is hard to know what to do with it all.  But Jesus indicates here and elsewhere that with wealth, there comes a 

seductive illusion that it gives us control over our lives.  The story is told that at the funeral of the fabulously 

wealthy magnate, Aristotle Onassis, one of the mourners turned to another and asked, “How much did he leave?”  

The friend replied, “Everything.  He left everything.”  The man in the parable thought he possessed great wealth, 

but instead it possessed him and he allowed it to impoverish his life.   

Richness toward God consists of gratitude that is directed toward the Source of all blessings.  It includes living 

beyond that which is temporary toward that which is eternal, living beyond that which offers limited comfort 

through living for the One who offers unlimited care.  Richness toward God comes through getting connected to 

dreams and purposes that are so much bigger than just one person or even one country.  Blessings can be used to 

bless so many others, and that becomes a blessing in itself.  We don‟t need to seek bigger barns when we can seek 

to have bigger hearts that are rich in experiencing God‟s presence and in reflecting God‟s love.  What actually 

could be richer than that?    
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