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Eighth Sunday after Pentecost: Proper 13—Year C 

Hosea 11:1-11 

Psalm 107:1-9, 43 

Colossians 3:1-11 

Luke 12:13-21 

 

That gospel passage—where does your attention go? What do you think it is about? What’s Jesus 

driving at? (pause) 

 

My head goes to greed and amassing and putting all that focus on getting things set up to enjoy 

the good life, only then to lose that opportunity to enjoy it. My head goes to the story Jesus tells. 

 

But this time reading it through, my heart went to the question that prompted the story in the first 

place—Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family 

inheritance with me.” What’s up with that? Is one brother controlling the inheritance and cutting 

the other brother out? Was it the practice in that culture that everything went to one child, and not 

to the others? In the Prodigal Son story in Luke 15, the younger son asks for his share of the 

inheritance, so it would seem there is precedent for brothers sharing inheritance, but in Luke 12, it 

sounds like one brother is cut out. This doesn’t seem fair or just at all; this brother feels powerless, 

and he appeals to Jesus. 

 

But Jesus responds to the brother, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?” 

And then Jesus tells the crowd, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for 

one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” 

 

And then Jesus goes on to tell the parable. The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And 

[the rich man] thinks, ‘What should I do; I don’t have a place to store my crops.” I know, 

I’ll do this: I’ll pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain 

and my goods. 

 

Note: the man did have a place to store his crops—he had barns—he just didn’t have big enough 

barns to store all this abundance.  

 

And after building these bigger barns, the man then will be able to say to his soul, ‘Soul, you 

have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ 

 

But God said to [the man], ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. 

And the things you have prepared, whose will they be? All these things you have so carefully 

set in place, whose will they be?’ 

 

And Jesus closes with, “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not 

rich toward God.” 

 

So, yes, on the one hand, Jesus’ response to the brother is a cautionary tale about greed, but more 

is going on here. 
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Anita Mathias is a woman in Oxford, England who writes a blog called called Dreaming Beneath 

the Spires. She wrote a post back in 2013 entitled: On Brothers and Inheritances, and When Jesus 

is Exasperating.  

 

She zeroes right in on the brother’s request, and she starts by calling up C.S. Lewis’ famous 

trilemma: “When Jesus is outrageous, as he often is, you have to decide. Do you laugh him off as 

a lunatic, blow him off as a liar, or bow the knee as to your Lord?” 

 

The brother is wronged, and Mathias notes that Jesus basically says, “You are on your own, 

buddy. You make your own inheritance-pursuing-or-relinquishing choices. Don’t involve 

me.” But he advises [the brother], “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; 

life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.”  

 

She continues, “Beware of greed: wanting more than you need. Because life is not about amassing 

money or stuff.” 

 

Mathias goes on to write about how this story hit so close to home for her because her husband, 

Roy, had recently been left a substantial amount of money by his grandmother in his name, and 

they’d been pressured by his “baby’ brother to sign it over to their mum, to be left to her heir. And 

given that he has power of attorney, she and her husband were suspicious as who that might be.  

 

It turns nasty, as these situations so often do. The emails fly for weeks. Lots of stress and tension 

and a total loss of peace.  

 

I’m going to let her tell her story from here: 

So yesterday, I walk alone to the [Sgwd yr Eira] waterfall in the Brecon Beacons… 

 

I’ve walked in the Brecon Beacons in Wales and it is simply gorgeous. Mathias continues: 

And as I walk, I hear the voice of Jesus say tenderly, “Anita, do you remember my fable 

about brothers and inheritances and bewaring of greed?” 

 

Me, warily, “Yeees.” 

 

He, “So?” 

 

I am sullen and silent. Feeling very rebellious. 

 

And he’s silent too. He’s a gentleman that way. 

* * * 

And me, crossly, “Roy’s worked hard for our house, and that baby brother, aged 48, gets 

houses just for the asking, and he’s rarely done any paid work, and now he’s trying to get 

this inheritance too, and it’s just not fair.” 

 

But now it’s down to this: Liar, lunatic or Lord. Do I believe Jesus when he says “Beware 

of greed?” Or not? 
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When bossy little me helps my peaceful husband contend for his inheritance, we are 

stressed. I don’t feel I am living in the waterfall of God’s love. Take my little paws off 

contending, which is greed, and I am at peace again. We can live without the inheritance 

(as can all the other people contending for it, incidentally). 

 

So after six weeks of emails escalating in bitterness and incivility and the general 

imploding craziness of family financial feuds, I write saying: No more contending on our 

parts; no more quarrelling; this is the last email from us on the subject. 

 

Don’t quarrel and fight, James says. If you want something, ask God. 

* * * 

Then Mathias really goes in for the heart of the matter. 

 

Following Jesus is a matter of these little hair-pin decisions. You either do what he says, 

and continue ascending with him on the narrow paths that lead to life, or laugh at him as 

the man must have done who wanted an inheritance and got a story, and then go on into a 

world of stress and contention, wealth perhaps, but a whole lot less peace, because you 

will no longer be walking according to the eccentric, infuriating, outrageous, apparently 

nutty dictates of Him who is wisdom incarnate. 

* * * 

The Christian life is like that, a tricky business. 

 

Every now and then, Jesus asks you in the silence of your heart. “So, honey, are we going 

to do this my way? Or your way?” 

 

The choice is yours. If you say, “Jesus, to be frank, your way is nuts. Not contend for our 

inheritance, indeed!” he will look at you sadly, but not push the point. 

 

And your paths will diverge, and one day you will look at him sadly, remember the 

romance you once had, the love you once shared, the time he lived within you like a stream 

of living waters, and you will be sad. 

 

So I make my choice. No more contending. Yeah, I will hold on to Jesus with both 

hands, will dance with him, and I will let Him take care of inheritances. Or even, God 

forbid, the lack of them! 

 

Ever been there? Ever had a conflict hook you deep, especially when it’s not fair, not just? Ever 

had that conflict stir up all this “contending” energy, ignite your righteous indignation, unleash 

your “clinging” energy which is just another word for greed? Ever had what is rightfully yours 

completely rob you of your peace? 

 

Yes, Jesus is interested in greed and how it possesses us, but Jesus is much more interested in how 

contending and grasping and conflict destroy our peace and our relationships. Remember, the rich 

man in the parable had enough and when the abundance came—the “more-than-enoughness”—he 

couldn’t share it, but he walled himself off. The fight, the grasping, the contending—it destroys us 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+4%3A1-2&version=NIV
https://anitamathias.com/blog/2013/02/24/dancing-with-the-lord-4/
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and separates us from the communion we crave with our crazy Lord, with other people, with our 

own peace-beyond-all-understanding souls.  

 

I’m not saying be a doormat, but most of us can tell when wise, well-discerned action slips over 

into grasping. It’s generally accompanied by a good dose of resentment, fixation, and a lot of 

churning. 

 

And just as importantly, all of this grasping and contending and fighting takes us out of the present. 

It sets our feet like concrete in the past; it drags us into endless, relentless future worry. 

 

Today, Jesus invites us to trust in his abundance, to trust in his enoughness, to trust in the daily 

bread that he always provides (to circle back to last week’s gospel), and to trust that his peace is 

so much more than inheritance or stored up treasures.  

 

Grasping never fills us, ever; paradoxically, only the releasing, the letting go can do that because 

that’s what opens us back up to the flow of God’s love that can never be stored but only received 

and shared. 

 

 “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives,” so 

says Jesus. This is the priceless inheritance that Jesus gives us. You can’t store this up in barns, 

but when it takes hold, you won’t feel the need to. Amen. 

 

 

The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  

St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 

July 31, 2022 
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https://anitamathias.com/2013/05/26/on-brothers-and-inheritances-and-when-jesus-is-exasperating/

