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St. Paul’s Mt. Vernon: July 31, 2023 
The Most Rev. Melissa M. Skelton 
Assisting Bishop, The Diocese of Olympia 
 
Luke 12:13-21 
 
Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance 
with me." But he said to him, "Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?" And 
he 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." Then he told them a parable: "The land of a rich man 
produced abundantly. And he 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.' But God said to him, `You 
fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, 
whose will they be?' So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich 
toward God." 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
There are some stories that take on a richer meaning when we learn about earlier backstories stories.  
You know some of these.  
 
The story of the young woman who graduates from college which takes on a richer meaning when 
we learn the story of her parents who did not finish high school. The story of the man who commits 
a notorious crime which takes on a more sinister meaning when we learn that before committing the 
crime, he was a model son from a model family. And then there are our own stories—stories about 
what who we are and what we are doing now that take on a richer meaning when we remember who 
we were and what we did before. 
 
Today we have such a story—a story made richer with meaning when we put it next to an earlier 
story.  
 
The story I’m referring to is the story of the rich fool which Jesus tells a crowd of people in Luke’s 
Gospel for today. On the surface, this story seems to be a straightforward moral lesson about the 
fragility of life and the futility of anyone focusing on making sure that they have everything that will 
secure their lives. But if we think back, if we think w…a…y back, there’s another story that gives 
Jesus’ story of the foolish merchant any even richer and more provocative meaning. 
 
And so, first, what is the story of the rich fool?  
 
Recall, that in our Gospel someone has just asked Jesus if Jesus will compel a brother of his to 
divide his inheritance with him. Jesus rebuffs the request but then goes on to address the crowd with 
this story: "The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he 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.' But God said to 
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him, `You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have 
prepared, whose will they be? 
 
Things to note—the story is told after a man wants to get Jesus involved in a dispute with his 
brother. The story is about a seemingly unexplainable abundance of crops arising from the land.  
The story is about storing up that abundance to provide for the future. And, finally, the story is 
about that landowner seeing the abundance as belonging to him, as stored up for him. Notice the 
repetition of the words “I” “My” “Mine.” And, of course, the story is about a miscalculation, for the 
landowner is about to die and will have no need for all that he has stored up for himself. 
 
So that’s story number 1.  But let me tell you another story…a story w—a—y from the Hebrew 
Scriptures. 
 
Once upon a time a man named Jacob who had twelve sons. His favorite son was named Joseph. 
Because he was his father’s favorite, his father gave Joseph a beautiful multi-colored robe. Joseph’s 
brothers didn’t like that much. They also didn’t like that Joseph had dreams, dreams in which others, 
including his brothers, bowed down to, were subservient to, him.  
 
And so, when they had a chance, Joseph’s brothers banded together, pounced on him and took away 
his robe, and sold him into slavery in Egypt. Once there, Joseph landed in jail where he met some 
recently jailed servants from Pharoah’s court who, strangely enough, were in need of dream 
interpretation. Joseph interpreted their dreams, and one of them, upon returning to Pharoah’s court, 
told Pharoah about Joseph, for Pharaoh himself was in need of a dream interpreter. Based on 
Pharoah’s dream Joseph predicted that Egypt would have seven plentiful years followed by seven 
years of famine. When Pharoah heard this, he gave Joseph the responsibility for storing and then 
managing the grain so that all the Egyptian people would be saved. And, strangely enough, this same 
action ended up saving Joseph’s own family from starvation.  
 
Things to note about this second story. It has to do with a dispute among brothers. It has to do with 
the unexplainable abundance of the land.  It has to do with storing up that abundance as a way to 
provide for the future.  But look at this—it is NOT an individual taking action to provide for his 
own future. Rather, the abundant harvest is stored up for the benefit of all.  And in this story, the 
storing up of crops does benefit all—the Egyptians, Pharoah, himself, and, in the end, Joseph and 
his own family who come down into Egypt to get food in that they too are experiencing a famine. 
 
And so when we put these two stories together, this is what we get. That amid the vagaries of 
nature, amid abundance followed by scarcity, amid the unpredictability of life, the decisions we make 
matter and that acting with the whole, acting with the broader community in mind is better, more 
faithful and even more effective than acting for the individual, than acting for ourselves alone.  
 
In the Joseph story we see a world in which people’s lives are inextricably and surprisingly bound 
together while in the story of the rich fool we see a world of aloneness and isolation in which the 
only dialogue the man has is with himself! But the two stories have an important thing in common.  
The careful and thoughtful action of an individual and how it is directed makes all the difference.  In 
one story because it has only the person, himself, in mind, it leads to futility. In the other story, 
because it has the whole community in mind, it leads to the preservation of an entire nation, of an 
entire family and of an entire people.  
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So I wonder—where is God placing you in some circumstance in which your choice to act not just 
for you but on behalf of the whole, has the potential, with God’s help, to preserve more than you 
can know?  
 
What, if anything, is holding you back from acting on behalf of the whole? What do you need to do 
in order to be able to act with the whole in mind? 
 
Today here at St. Paul’s we will be blessing a new baptismal font.  
 
There are lots of different ways, of course, that people talk about baptism: the baptized person being 
cleansed from sin, the baptized person passing from death to life, the baptized person passing over 
from bondage to freedom, the baptized person going from darkness to light.  
 
One way of understanding baptism that continues to have meaning for me is to think of the 
baptized person being freed from the anxiety and loneliness of individualism and being reborn into 
the web of relationships that is community. This, of course, has ad very concrete dimension in that 
at baptism we are welcoming new children and adults into a specific Christian faith community in 
this Diocese. But right along with this, baptism is about a reorientation of our lives. In baptism we 
let go of a preoccupation with ourselves and the kind of narrow, obsessive energy that this can bring 
with it (the energy we see in Jesus’s rich fool) and we embrace a more connected way of being and 
living and making decision, all of which have to do with our belonging to others, our belonging to 
the whole.   
 
The clincher in the story of the rich fool is that after all the effort the man has gone to, after the 
harvesting of the crops, after the pulling down of the smaller barns, after the building of bigger 
barns, after the storing of the crops in those bigger barns, after all this, God, as the story says, calls 
all of his efforts foolish as he demands the man’s life back from him that very night.  
 
What I say to you today is that God is demanding our lives back from us as well—not in terms of 
the threat that our lives will be taken away, but in terms of posing a question to us:   
 
What do we really want our lives to be about—the lonely, foolish, fruitless effort to secure ourselves 
in the face of an uncertain future? Or a satisfying, down-to-earth, connected life, a life made up of 
actions that come from real relationships with and care for others?  
 
Let’s choose the latter. Let’s choose a world bigger than ourselves. Let’s choose relationship. For 
who knows how far those relationships will take us. Who knows how important the impact of our 
decisions will be. 
 
Maybe these lyrics from the play Joseph and the Technicolor Dreamcoat will give you some idea. This is a 
refrain sung by the Egyptian people to Joseph: 
 
Joseph how can we ever say 
All that we want to about you 
We’re glad that you came our way 
We would have perished without you 


