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  You may have heard me tell the story of having dinner with friends 

several years ago when the conversation turned to gambling—of all 

things.  I told the group a story about a woman in my church in Corpus 

Christi. 

 Las Vegas is a popular destination for Texans, and I had a few 

church members who would go to Vegas to gamble once a month.  A 

couple I will call Chet and Aline were among those who traveled to 

Vegas for years.  Their daughter was a croupier there, and this husband 

and wife were known in all of the casinos.  Gambling for Chet and Aline 

was a way of life, and they clearly loved playing games of chance. 

 Almost 30 years ago, Aline hit the jackpot:  she won $740,000 

playing a quarter slot machine.  When that happened, they ran to get her 

husband.  When the casino operators found Chet, they said, “your wife 

has won!”  Chet replied, “Oh, she has won many times.”  To that they 

said, “No, she has really, really won!  You must come with us!” 

 When Chet found Aline, she was knee deep in quarters.  When 

every quarter had been emptied from the machine, the casino staff cut a 

check for the remainder.  When Aline told me the story, I was 

astounded, of course.  I was also amazed at how casual she seemed 

about it.  “Really, Mark,” she said, “I think of it as payback for 40 years 

of playing.” 

 When I told this story to that group of friends, someone asked the 

question that is always asked of me as Aline's former pastor, “so did she 

tithe her winnings?”  While I never know what anyone gives, the 

financial secretary told me she did not.  The memory of that reality pains 



me still!  Only God knows the good that might have issued from giving 

ten percent to her church--$74,000 before taxes.  We will never know.  

 Because Aline placed her trust in a material possession, she is 

reminiscent of the man in our gospel lesson, the parable of the rich fool.  

The story is recorded in Luke 12 and opens with someone asking Jesus 

to settle a dispute:  "teacher, tell my brother to divide the family 

inheritance with me."  Jesus declines to arbitrate this matter but says to 

the man, "take care!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for 

one's life does not consist of an abundance of possessions."  Then he 

shares the parable about the rich man whose lands produce a bountiful 

harvest.  The man discovers he has insufficient space to store his crops, 

so he pulls down his barns and builds larger ones.  When all of his grain 

is safely stored, the rich man says to his soul, "Soul, you have ample 

goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, and be merry." 

 In her commentary on this passage, one pastor says this:  the rich 

fool doesn't seem like an evil man who has cheated and stolen his 

wealth; like all of us, he's benefited from good luck, from the rain that 

'falls on good and evil alike.'  the trap he falls into is in his next steps:  

when he has a windfall, he doesn't run into the village celebrating and 

announcing his plan to share his good fortune with the community, let 

alone get their help with deciding how to deal with this excellent 

problem.  He turns inward and stays there, figuring that he can be self-

sufficient and secure solely because of his wealth.  Eleven times he uses 

the first-person ("I" and "my") and never "our" or "their" (Kathryn 

Matthews, "Soul Investment," Sermon Seeds, UCC.org).  In his 

translation of the parable in the message, Eugene Peterson writes, 

"That's what happens when you fill your barn with self and not with 

God.”  

 After we have the self-absorbed words of the rich fool, a 

remarkable thing happens in verse 20.  God speaks for the one and only 

time in any of the biblical parables.  Presumably God enters the picture 

because the rich man has turned his possessions into something to be 

worshipped, into graven images.  At this juncture, the man is called to 

account for his actions:  "You Fool!  This very night your life is being 



demanded of you.  And the things you have prepared, whose will they 

be?"    

Unwittingly, then, the rich man has set himself up as a "God," as the lord 

of all he surveys.  God's word to the fool reminds me of a friend who 

was told at an AA meeting:  "There is a God and you ain't him!" 

 So the rich fool doesn't see God's hand in the harvest that he reaps.  

Instead of being a steward of the produce, he hoards it for himself.  In 

his book, provoking the gospel of Luke, Richard Swanson says that the 

rich man imagines that his fields have produced for him, and that such 

abundance exempts him from future work, and (more crucially) from 

present sharing.  Economies work because they are knit together….both 

earning and sharing are essential to the fabric of God's world. 

 I began this sermon speaking about Aline and her decision to hang 

onto her riches.  We have all heard winners of the lottery give similar 

answers:  “Oh, I am going to quit my job and buy a new house, a new 

truck, a new car...” 

Rarely do we learn of Powerball winners sharing their bounty with their 

church or synagogue or faith community.  But very occasionally, we do 

hear of instant winners who remember their local congregations with 

sizable contributions.  And while it is not normally on that kind of grand 

scale, generosity of the pocket book is available to us all--through 

pledges to our financial campaigns or through the sharing of our 

investments or the bequeathing of stock or real estate or gifts through 

our wills.  When you and I choose to honor our love for God in this way, 

clearly we are making a “Soul Investment.”  One more story and then 

I'm through.  

 Ironically, about the time that Aline hit the jackpot in Las Vegas, 

an older couple in my same congregation called me.  They wanted to 

come to the office to talk about their estate. 

 Tommy and Tillie were both in their 80's and had no children.  

Before his retirement, Tommy had worked for Exxon.  Tillie was a 

housewife and cared for their modest home.  While I didn't know them 

extremely well, I loved their spirits:  always smiling and laughing.  

Clearly they had a beautiful attitude when it came to life.  Both Tommy 



and Tillie were regular church-goers and faithfully showed up in 

worship and for their respective Sunday school classes. 

 Tommy and Tillie were never flashy and were always quiet and 

humble.  They drove a mid-range car and lived in a sleepy neighborhood 

composed largely of retirees.  When they contacted me, my first thought 

was to wonder just what Tommy and Tillie and I could find to talk 

about.  Given their modest resources, I was sure it would not take long.   

 Imagine my surprise when Tillie began with this: “Well, Mark, we 

just want you to know about our plans after we're gone.  We helped 

Tommy's church upcountry just a little bit, not much.  We gave them 

$90,000 to do some remodeling.”  Needless to say, Tillie suddenly had 

my undvided attention! 

 Then she and Tommy gave an accounting of their assets.  They 

told me how they had given Tommy's truck to the foreman of their 

ranch.   The ranch itself they bequeathed to their housekeeper and her 

family—as thanks for years of faithful service.   

 Then Tillie said, “we want the church to have our house and our 

Exxon stock.”  The next day I called their attorney, who was also a 

member of the church.  “Can you give me an idea about the size of their 

stock portfolio?” I asked.  “Conservatively,” he said, “It's worth about 

$6 million.” For Tommy and Tillie remembering the church in that way 

was their abiding wish.  The people in our congregation had been part of 

their extended family for 50 years.  It was an acknowledgment on the 

part of these good people of how blessed they had been by our 

fellowship.  Jesus also knew about the meaning of community, of 

course.         

 At the end of today's parable, Jesus encourages his hearers to be 

"Rich toward God."   May each of us be called to a vocation of soul 

investment now and in the days to come! 
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