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"Rich Toward God"

"So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves, but are not rich toward God." 
"Rich toward God", I've been thinking about this phrase all week as I've been preparing for
today.  "Rich Toward God", or if you were on Facebook, you might write what they call chat
shorthand,  or an abbreviation:  "RTG!" Rich Toward God!

What does it mean to be rich toward God?  We each might have our own definition. 
When my folks were alive, one of their favorite sayings was, "Well, we may not have a lot of
money, but we sure have a lot of fun!"  The idea was that it wasn't money that gave them
happiness but the time and quality of life that they shared.  Perhaps that is what they thought it
meant to be rich toward God.  Along those same lines are these words from the 2nd century
philosopher Epictetus, "Wealth consists not in having great possessions, but in having few
wants."  Or from Mahatma Gandhi, "Seek not greater wealth, but simpler pleasure; not higher
fortune, but deeper felicity."  Perhaps being rich toward God, has to do with a deep enjoyment of
life, finding simple pleasures and not being consumed with the thoughts and worries of attaining
wealth.

Kate's father, an accountant and Vice President of Traveler's insurance, was well versed
in the ways of wealth and fortune and he from time to time expressed concern over her apparent
disinterest in money.  Noting her preference for learning and education, he would often refer to
her as the "best-educated, poorest person" he knew!  Is Kate's thirst for knowledge, like that of
Mary, the sister of Martha in Luke's story (10:38-42) that we heard a couple weeks ago, who
chose to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen, what it means to be rich toward God?  Is it in that
desire to learn, to seek knowledge, to be filled with wonder and curiosity about the world around
us, that we find purpose and meaning and the presence of God?

Of course, there is that classic Christmas story, "It's a Wonderful Life" with Jimmy
Stewart in which the moral of the story is that a person "is very rich who has friends." 
Surrounded by people who love and respect and care for him, George Bailey becomes "the
richest man in town!"  Is that what is means to be rich toward God?

Luke's telling of this parable does not introduce some new theme that we have not heard
but rather it continues a stream of thought that he has been putting forth all along.  It actually is a
continuation of Jesus' Jewish roots, the tradition that is based in the first commandment, "Thou
shall have no other gods before me."  Jesus knew and taught about both the importance and the
danger of wealth.  Some scholars suggest that there are few things Jesus talks about in the gospel
accounts, more than money.  

Look for instance, in the first chapter, Luke has Mary, the soon to be mother of Jesus,
proclaim in the passage referred to as the "Magnificat", "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded the low estate of his handmaiden. For
behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed; . . . He has shown strength with his arm,
he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts, he has put down the mighty from



their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry with good things, and the
rich he has sent empty away." (1:46-55)

And in chapter 6, Luke's version of the Beatitudes, we hear, "Blessed are you poor, for
yours is the kingdom of God." and "But woe to you that are rich, for you have received your
consolation."  We hear Jesus teach his disciples to pray, trusting God to care for and provide for
their daily needs (1:1-13, 12:22-31), and later saying to them, "do not be anxious about your life,
what you shall eat , nor about your body, what you shall wear.  For life is more than food , and
the body more than clothing."  And his instructions later to his disciples to "Sell your
possessions, and give alms; provide yourselves with purses that do not grow old, with a treasure
in the heavens that does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys.  For where
your treasure is, there will your heart be also." (12:32-34).  And in Acts, Luke describes the
early church by saying, "And all who believed were together and had all things in common; and
they sold their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as any had need."

In chapter 16 Jesus warns, "No one can serve two masters.  Either you will hate one and
love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve both
God and money."  And in today's lesson, Jesus makes it pretty clear when he says, "Take care! 
Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one's life does not consist in the abundance of
possessions."  

It is very easy for us to get caught up in the concerns of life.  How much money do we
have?  How much more do we need?  Do we have enough set aside for retirement?   Are we
going to be able to make ends meet?  Money can become a god that we worship, that we place
before anything else.  It can consume us.  Requiring all our attention, making everything else
secondary.  That is the danger Jesus warned of.  And of course, we are susceptible to this not
only in our personal lives, but in our life as a church as well.

And while good, financial practices are important, and planning for a rainy day, and
preparing for future needs are all vital to any healthy financial plan, Jesus is telling us there is
something more.  That wealth is not to be an end in itself.  It is a means to accomplish other
ends.  And those ends should not be all about our own concerns and needs and wants and greed. 
No, the ends, the purposes, the goals, that we can reach with our wealth should be about all those
things that Jesus taught:  love and compassion and mercy and kindness, and lifting up those of
low estate, blessing the poor, giving aid to those in need, providing shelter and food and safety
and education and opportunity to those in the world who are in need of those things.  We become
rich toward God, when we are more concerned about how we can give away what we have and
not about how we can hang on to what we have.  We become rich toward God when our money
becomes a tool for doing good in the world!

What would it look like if we really wanted our church to be rich toward God?  What
ministries would we engage in?  What needs in our community would we seek to meet?  How
much of our endowments would we be willing to spend to meet the needs of the poor in our
midst?   How much would each of us be willing to give to help another?  How much of our time
could we share with others?  Which of our talents and abilities would each of us be willing to
offer, to help a neighbor in need?  And would doing this make us miserable?  Would we miss the
money we spent?  Or would we see the good that was being done?  Could our example become a
light to others?  



There is a story about the Marquis de Lafayette, who helped the American colonists
during our War of Independence from Britain, in the 18th century.  When he returned home to
France, he lived on his big estates and did very well.  He was in the same social class as the rich
man in Jesus' parable, but acted very differently.  In 1783, after a period of drought and a poor
harvest throughout the land, Lafayette's workers were still able to fill his barns with wheat. "The
bad harvest has raised the price of wheat," said one of his workers. "This is the time to sell."
Lafayette thought about the hungry peasants in the surrounding villages. "No," he replied, "this
is the time to give."  

Being rich toward God is about giving.  It's about sharing what we have with others.  And
it is in the giving, that we find our true riches.  I pray that we may have the courage to ask the
questions and be open to the Spirit's movement that we might truly know what it is to be rich
toward God.  Amen.


