
First Presbyterian, McAllen  Bigger Barns 
August 4, 2019  Luke 12: 13-21 
  Page 1 of 5 
 

Bigger Barns       Luke 12: 13-21 

           
Rev. Kathryn Escandell, First Presbyterian Church, McAllen, Texas 
 
August 4, 2019 

 
If we wanted to put together a list of Scripture passages that show Jesus at his most charming 

and winsome and welcoming, I don’t think today’s verses would make the cut. The Jesus we 

hear from today has words of woe and warning for his listeners. And as is so often the case in 

Luke’s Gospel, the woe and the warning arise from issues of wealth. It is a consistent theme in 

Luke that wealth poses great danger to a life of faithful discipleship, and those of us who live 

comfortably in the wealthiest nation in the world can find these passages less than comfortable 

to hear and ponder. 

Our verses today are part of an extended teaching session which Jesus offers to his disciples 

and others as he moves through the Judean countryside on his way toward Jerusalem. Jesus is 

attracting a crowd wherever he goes. At the beginning of this chapter, Luke writes: Meanwhile, 

… the crowd gathered by the thousands, so that they trampled on one another.  

From the midst of this unruly crowd, a man calls out a request for Jesus to arbitrate an 

inheritance dispute he is having with his brother. Jesus declines to do that, and then seems to 

judge as unworthy the request itself by telling a parable that illustrates his warning to “be on 

your guard against all kinds of greed”. 

There is no parallel to this encounter or this parable in the other three Gospels which are part 

of the New Testament, but in the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, we find a similar story: 

Jesus said, There was a rich man who had a great deal of money. He said, “I shall invest my 

money, so that I may sow, reap, plant, and fill my storehouses with produce, that I may lack 

nothing.” These were the things he was thinking in his heart, but that very night he died. Anyone 

here with two ears had better listen! (Saying 63)  

In Luke’s Gospel, the story of the man with big plans for barn construction projects is the first of 

three rich man parables, and it begins a pattern that the subsequent parables will continue of  
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showing the instability and ultimate poverty of these rich men’s investments. (New Cambridge 

Bible Commentary, p. 344) 

This morning’s rich man finds himself in possession of a bumper crop that exceeds his storage 

capacity. But listen to how Jesus describes this bounty: The land of a rich man produced 

abundantly. (v. 16) Jesus does not give the man any credit for this agricultural success, but the 

man gives himself all the credit and intends for himself all the benefits. Surely there were hired 

workers, or perhaps slaves, involved in the work of producing this abundant crop. Yet the man 

expresses no gratitude for their effort, no concern for their well-being, no intention to share 

the bounty with them. As one commentator points out of the man’s interior monologue: “his 

thought is full of ‘I, me, mine’ – not a word about anyone else” (Carroll, p. 21)  

And we note that the crop which the land has produced so abundantly is wheat – the staff of 

life. Yet the man feels no connection to any life other than his own. If we push on this story a 

bit, we can hear in it a counterpoint to the story of this table where we gather to share bread 

among the whole community. The table where, as Paul’s letter to the Corinthians reminds us:  

we, who are many, are one body, because we all share the one loaf. 

But the man with more grain that his has room to store isn’t interested in sharing. He wants to 

keep it all to ensure his own comfort and security.  

Quite often, sermons on this parable focus on the idea that we spend too much of our time and 

energy accumulating possessions. And it is true that we live in a society that places a lot of 

value on accumulation; that encourages us to measure our worth by our net worth, by our 

economic success and material assets. But as comedian Stephen Wright points out: You can’t 

have everything. Where would you put it? 

Many of us seem to disagree with Wright’s conclusion, as indicated by statistics on storage 

units in the United States. There are more self-storage facilities in America than there are 

McDonald’s restaurants, according to a recent report from the commercial real estate 

publication RE Journals. As of March of this year, there were between 45,000 and 52,000 

storage facilities, with total rentable space of 1.7 billion square feet, and annual revenue of $38 

billion. The self-storage industry has enjoyed 7.7% annual growth since 2012 and seems likely  
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to continue on that trajectory. And these facilities, of course, are in addition to all the garages 

and attics and basements and backyard sheds and guest room closets that serve as storage 

places in our homes. Clearly, we would like to try to have everything. Clearly, we think there 

might be some wisdom in the rich man’s barn construction plans. 

Yes, sermons on this passage frequently spotlight our consumerist culture. And that is an easy 

sermon to preach in modern-day America. But we have assets beyond the things that we own, 

and there is much we can learn from the Jesus of Luke’s Gospel about the role wealth should 

play in our lives, including the wealth that extends beyond material resources. If we push a bit 

on this parable, look at it from a different perspective, we might think of bigger barns not as 

places to hold more material goods, but as metaphorical barns constructed to contain and 

protect the systems, habits, traditions, and language that sustain privilege for some people at 

the expense of others.  

There have been a lot of accusations of “racism” flying around the public sphere lately. 

The president tweets an incendiary comment. Someone responds by calling him a racist. He and 

his supporters reply, “No, you’re the racist”.  

Pretty soon, everybody’s angry. Nobody’s listening. Accusations and counter-accusations; 

insults and counter-insults are launched, leaving no path toward meaningful communication, 

much less any sort of reconciliation or community. 

Labeling someone “racist” is clearly not helpful – ever. No one has ever been told “You’re a 

racist” and responded by slapping their forehead and saying, “By golly, I am! How did I never 

notice that before? Thanks so much for pointing it out. Do you have any helpful suggestions for 

how I might mend my ways?” 

But it is undeniably true that there is a racial divide in this country, and it is painfully true that 

people in positions of power and privilege too frequently exploit that power and privilege to 

exacerbate the divide and to strengthen and perpetuate policies and convictions that 

advantage white people over people of color. 
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It is hard and uncomfortable to talk about race in our culture. But it is necessary. It has been 

necessary for a long time, and we have neglected that necessity. We certainly won’t resolve the 

issues of racial disparity and injustice in the course of a single Sunday morning. It will remain a 

complicated, fraught, difficult, uncomfortable topic of conversation. And that’s okay. But this 

month marks the 400th anniversary of the first slaves being brought from Africa to Jamestown, 

Virginia. It is time and past time for the nation to look honestly at our history and to look with 

hope and intention toward a more just future. 

The point of looking at this parable from the perspective of race is not to make us feel guilty, 

but to suggest that we broaden our reading of the parable. When we listen closely to the rich 

man’s words, we realize that he speaks only to and only about himself. There is no 

consideration of anyone else in his plans for the use of his bounty or in his celebration of that 

bounty.  I think Jesus’ message to us with this parable is that we are to avoid that sort of self-

serving, self-absorbed selfishness when we find ourselves with an abundance of any kind – be it 

material, spiritual, political, or anything else. 

One of the challenges in talking about racism is that we – as people of faith – are deeply and 

authentically committed to loving our neighbor, all our neighbors; we are deeply and 

authentically committed to not being personally racist. And it is important that we make and 

keep those personal commitments. But that is not enough. Because whatever our personal 

convictions and actions, we who are white benefit from the structures of racism whether we 

mean to or not, whether we want to or not, whether we are aware of it or not. In the context of 

American society, we have pretty big barns. We need to pay attention to the role those barns 

play in our lives; to how we are either supporting or opposing the systems and habits and 

language that perpetuate our society’s racial divide.  

If those of us who already have access to wealth and opportunity and education and all sorts of 

other good stuff think we somehow deserve those goods more than other people; if we use the 

resources we already have to preserve, protect, and increase our own advantages, we are the 

contemporary counterpart to the rich man in this parable. If we tear down the “barn” of our 

current racial, economic, and social advantages only to build a bigger barn that can hold more  
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advantages for us while withholding them from others, we are hoarding things for ourselves 

and failing to be rich toward God, who has blessed us richly – that we might be a blessing. 

We need to get out of the business of building bigger barns.  

We need to renounce altogether the concept of bigger barns as personal storage facilities and 

throw open the existing barn doors to let in the light and to welcome the people who have 

been left standing outside. 

Jill Duffield, the editor of Presbyterian Outlook, writes this in a recent editorial: 

White Christians ought not to be racked with guilt; we ought to be on fire for justice. 

Our faith calls us to speak in defense of the vulnerable. To act in support of justice. To renounce 

racist or harmful or hateful statements and sentiments and actions whatever their source. Our 

faith calls us to pray for all those who are caught up in unjust systems – everyone who is caught 

up unjust systems – the victims, the perpetrators, the unwitting participants. Our faith calls us 

to confront and work to transform everything in this world that opposes or falls short of God’s 

kingdom of justice, compassion, and peace. 

It is hard to talk about. And hard to do. 

And oh so very necessary. 

Thank God we don’t do it alone, but in the company of the One who calls us; the One who 

strengthens us; the One through whom we can do all things. 

 

Amen. 

 


