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            There was a rich man in Pasadena.  His name was Pluto Aphrone.  He had done really well after 

graduation from Caltech—let’s make it some kind of computer innovation.  He sold his startup to Microsoft for 

100 million dollars.  He was rich, beyond his wildest dreams.  He built a building at Caltech and they of course 

named it after him:  The Pluto J. Aphrone Hall of Enterprise.  He provided full scholarships to dozens of 

promising young computer nerds.  He thought about running for governor.  He owned opulent vacation homes 

in Santa Barbara, Hawaii, you name it.  He had a private jet.  But he still had his main mansion in Pasadena, 

because he had grown up there and was loyal to his home town. 

 

        Photos of Pluto and his elegant French wife, a former model, were often seen in magazines.  He was really 

rich, and really successful, and he had it made.   

 

        And that could be the end of the story if this were a parable that reflected the values of our contemporary 

American culture.  We think successful people are great.  A part of ourselves, in some idle moments, wishes we 

were them.  We think success is evidence of personal attributes that are admirable.   

 

        Today’s parable from the Gospel of Luke teaches a different set of values.  It is known as the Parable of 

the Rich Fool.  I used two Greek words from the parable to name our hero, Pluto Aphrone.  plousiou means rich 

and aFrwn means fool.  Jesus tells the story of a rich man whose fields produce abundantly.  He decides he 

should tear down his barns and build bigger ones to hold all of his crops and goods.  He tells himself, “Soul, 

relax, eat, drink and be merry.”  God tells him, “Fool!  This night your soul is required of you.” 

 

        Jesus ends the parable by telling his hearers what it means:  “So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and 

is not rich toward God.”  Jesus’ rich man is a fool!  I love reading the Gospel and hearing the counter-cultural 

teaching it keeps hammering home.  Being rich is not what we want to aspire to!  No!  Instead, Jesus wants us 

to be rich toward God. 

 

        I read the story of an actual person named Jay Shafer on the internet.  Jay was 45 years old.  He lived in an 

89-square-foot house.  He chose to do this because he wanted to have only what he needed, and nothing more.  

His utilities cost $100 a year. 

 

        When we moved back to the LA area from Modesto in the fall of 2014, we bought a condo in Pasadena.  I 

will admit to you that I was worried that we could only afford a relatively small space because of the high 

housing costs here.  Our condo is 15 times bigger than a “tiny house.” I am not immune from longing after 

things that money can buy, even though I know that is ultimately not what we should be about as Christians. 

 

        Am I preaching that we should all get rid of 90% of our stuff and move into tiny houses like Jay Shafer 

did?  No.  I couldn’t do that myself.   

 

        What do we do with the Parable of the Rich Fool?  How do we become rich toward God?   

 

        I read a lot of commentaries on this parable.  The idea I liked the most was from the blog of Dylan Breuer, 

a New Testament scholar, an Episcopalian, and a friend of mine.  She says that if we are set on the 

accumulation of wealth, we are trapped in anxiety.  Another commentary labels the greed of the rich man as 

covetousness, “the failure to see the distinction between what one has and what one is.” (Fred Craddock et al, 



Preaching Through the Christian Year, Year C, Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1994.)  We 

remember “Thou shalt not covet”—one of the Ten Commandments. 

 

        I have become a big devotee of Richard Rohr, who is a Franciscan priest.  He says: 

 

“The only perfection available to us humans is the ability to include and forgive our imperfection. But the ego 

doesn't want to believe that. The ego doesn't want to surrender to its inherent brokenness and poverty. Yet the 

truth is, realizing your imperfection is the beginning of freedom and grace. There is such freedom in no longer 

pretending to be something we're not. The only real sin is to doubt or deny the basic axial connection between 

us and God.” (Rohr 2003) 

 

        God wants us to be free from anxiety, greed and covetousness.  What we have is not what matters.  It is 

who we are that matters to God.   

 

        Our readings today make the point that wealth is not what we should aspire to have.  Ecclesiastes says “All 

is vanity.”  Wealth, working too hard in an anxious and endless way—worrying about our work and projects 

even as we lie in bed at night—all is vanity. 

 

        The Psalm says:  “We can never ransom ourselves, or deliver to God the price of our life.” 

 

        I’d like to tell you a story from the days when our daughter Julia, who is now almost 27, was a tiny child. I 

remember one particular day when Julia was one year old.  I was in the family room with her.  I turned on the 

TV to watch Mr. Rogers.  Julia was too little to care about TV.  She was walking around the room and playing 

with toys.  I had not paid any attention to Mr. Rogers before we got Julia, so it was all new to me.  Mr. Rogers 

looked into the camera and sang a song that goes like this: 

 

It’s you I like, 

It’s not the things you wear, 

It’s not the way you wear your hair 

But it’s you I like. 

The way you are right now, 

The way down deep inside you, 

It’s not the things that hide you, 

Not your toys, 

They’re just beside you. 

But it’s you I like, 

Every part of you, 

Your skin, your eyes, your feelings, 

Whether old or new. 

I hope that you’ll remember 

Even when you’re feeling blue, 

That it’s you I like, 

It’s you yourself, 

It’s you— 

It’s you—I—like! 

 

        I sat there mesmerized by Mr. Rogers, with tears streaming down my face.  I almost couldn’t stand it—

“Stop, Mr. Rogers, stop, I can’t take this any more!”  He just kept going:  It’s YOU I like, it’s YOU yourself, 

it’s YOU! 

 

 



        That to me is a little glimpse of how God loves us.  God loves us!  The way we are right now, the way 

down deep inside us!  Not our toys, they’re just beside us!  Not our houses or our barns, whether they be 

bulging or empty.  Not our bank accounts, whether they be bulging or empty.  Not our careers, our social status, 

our academic degrees, our achievements, our cars, our trophies, our community service, none of that.  God 

loves just us.    

 

        So we are OK, just as we are.  No need for greed, idolatry, covetousness, or anxiety.  We just get lost in 

that.  Jay Shafer, the man with the 89-square-foot house, probably has less trouble keeping focused on what is 

important than I do, with all my stuff.  No need for greed.  Greed is idolatry—it blocks our relationship with 

God. 

 

        This is a tough message to think about during the current economic and political situation in the world.   

 

        We know people in our country and all around the world are suffering.  There is violence and terror.  Some 

people are desperately striving for power and wealth.  Others are just desperate to stay alive, to escape to safety, 

to feed their children.   

 

        For me the good news today is that Jesus is teaching us that ultimately, in spite of everything, we are loved 

and cherished, and we will be OK.  Somehow, all will be well.  Ultimately, God has the whole world in God’s 

hands. 

 

        The verses immediately following the Parable of the Rich Fool in Luke Chapter 12 are the beautiful 

teachings on anxiety: 

 

        Jesus said to his disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life. . . 

 

        . . .Consider the ravens:  they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God 

feeds them. 

 

        . . .Consider the lilies, how they grow:  they neither toil nor spin, yet Solomon in all his glory was not 

clothed like one of these. 

 

        . . .Do not keep worrying. . .instead strive for God’s kingdom, and all these things will be given to you as 

well.”  

 

        God, be with us now.  Send us your Spirit of love and peace, comfort and reassurance.  Heal us from our 

striving, free us from greed and anxiety.  Help us to know we are beloved to you like precious children.  Bless 

us, bless us with your love and tender care. 
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