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Sermon, Proper 13, 18th Sunday after Pentecost, August 4, 2019, Jan A. Beebe 
 
‘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."’ (Luke 12:15) 
 
  
 Today’s Gospel comes in the midst of several public teachings from Jesus, 

many of which have to do with human worry or fear. There seems to be a thread of 

an Advent message as well: watch and wait. So it is a bit startling when a member 

of the crowd makes what seems to be a random demand: “Teacher, tell my brother 

to divide the family inheritance with me.” Jesus declines to be the arbitrator—

literally the “divider”—in this situation. What he homes in on is the apparent greed 

of this person, although Jesus seems to soften his response by calling him, 

“Friend.” On the surface it may not be clear how it is Jesus discerns this. Is it not a 

question of justice or basic fairness?  

According to Jewish custom the oldest son is given a double portion of an 

inheritance. However, this is not so much to confer special status to the elder 

brother. With the double portion comes extra responsibility for the widow of his 

father, and any other dependents such as unmarried sisters. Care for widows and 

orphans is a deep ethical concern in Judaism. The younger brother covets what is 

not his, perhaps putting part of his family in economic jeopardy. It is no wonder, 

then, that Jesus is strong in his response, “Take care! Be on your guard…” (Luke 

12:15) I am grateful to Barbara Brown Taylor for pointing out that the Greek word 
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for greed is pleonexia. The meaning goes beyond wanting what someone else has. 

It means having an insatiable desire for more.1 

What fuels this greed? I think it is fear. For some it may be fear of our 

mortality. For others it may be insecurity, a lack of self-worth grounded in the God 

who created us. Yet to keep our fears at bay, to give ourselves a sense of physical 

security, to prevent late-night reckonings, we tend to want to build bigger barns. I 

find it so humorous that the “Rich Fool” has what he thinks is a conversation with 

his own soul. He tells himself he can finally relax, eat, drink, and be merry. I think 

his actual soul would feel constricted, even claustrophobic. The very abundance he 

is trying to preserve for himself alone becomes a barrier to God’s presence. God 

will find the way into this unwitting self-entombment. Surely it is better to open a 

window so the breezes of the Spirit can enter. 

Just a few verses before today’s Gospel Jesus addresses such fears with his 

beautiful words about the worth of sparrows. “Are not five sparrows sold for two 

pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten in God’s sight.  But even the hairs of 

your head are all counted. Do not be afraid; you are of more value than many 

sparrows.” (Luke 12:6-7) I love the idea that all the hairs on our heads are counted. 

I think of this when I get to baptize someone or anoint someone. There are many 

references in Scripture to birds; often they seem to evoke the presence of the Spirit. 

                                           
1 Taylor, “Treasure Hunt: Luke 12:13-21,” 101. 
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Birds are vulnerable creatures, more even than we are. Yet God seems to treasure 

them as a particularly lovely part of his creation. We hear from the prophet Hosea 

that God does not intend to come in wrath. The children of Israel are likened to 

doves who have been scattered in exile. God will return them to their homes. 

There is that lovely hymn His Eye is on the Sparrow written by Civilla D. 

Martin. This is the second verse: 

‘“Let not your heart be troubled,” His tender word I hear, 
And resting on His goodness, I lose my doubts and fears; 
Though by the path He leadeth, but one step I may see; 
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me; 
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me. 
 
Refrain: I sing because I’m happy, I sing because I’m free, 
For His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me.’ 
 

A couple of years ago I spent a few beautiful October days on Cape Cod. 

When I returned I was due to preach a sermon on Jesus’ famous admonition, 

‘“Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that 

are God’s.”’ (Matthew 12:17) That Gospel from Matthew seems akin thematically 

to what we hear today. Jesus asks for someone to produce a denarius, a Roman 

coin that the Jews considered idolatrous, to illustrate his point, asking, “Whose 

head is this?” I love that Jesus’ own pockets are empty! (Perhaps this gives us a 

clue how to be “rich toward God.”) (Luke 12:21) 
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I began to think what my own denarius might be. What is that thing that I am 

carrying that keeps me from giving to God what is God’s? In the peace and quiet 

there, it came to me. My denarius is probably a credit card. That’s what’s in my 

wallet. I took it out and looked at it. What image was on it? The ocean is where I 

go to experience God’s presence, to know that God is God and I am not. The 

rhythm of the tides reminds me that there is something greater. It is not surprising, 

I suppose, albeit darned ironic, that I have a picture of the ocean on my credit card. 

There was a time when I believed that I could “master the possibilities” by using it.  

It was my way of attempting to build bigger barns. A higher credit line 

represented my security, my way of having more—or so I thought. What good is a 

credit card in the middle of the night—or any of the stuff I bought with it? Would 

it calm my fears? Would it fix what was really broken? Would it preserve all the 

blessings I know God has given me?  

The truth is, I think our lives are being demanded of us every day—yet 

demanded by a loving God who knows every need before we ask. The wood of the 

barn becomes the wood of the cross: not a fearful place, a place of safety. 

The collect for Monday in Holy Week is this:  

“Almighty God, whose most dear Son went not up to joy but first he suffered pain, 
and entered not into glory before he was crucified: Mercifully grant that we, 
walking in the way of the cross, may find it none other than the way of life and 
peace; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and 
the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.” (BCP) 
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