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 I’d like to begin with a short story written by the famous Russian author Leo 
Tolstoy, entitled, “How Much Land Does A Man Need?” In this story there is a wealthy 
landowner who wants to reward one of his favorite servants. The wealthy noble tells 
his servant that he will give him free and clear as much land as he can walk around in 
one day. The servant is to start off at dawn from one spot, walk the entire day, and 
then return to that same spot at sunset. As much land as he has encircled in that day’s 
walk will be his forever. The man sets off on his journey and walks the entire day 
without stopping to rest, not even for a few minutes, because every minute of rest 
would mean a few acres of land that he was allowing to slip away from his grasp. He 
walks and walks and walks, with the hot sun beating down on him all day long. Then, 
just as the sun is beginning to set, the servant, weary and exhausted, approaches the 
point from which he had set out early that morning. He had accomplished his plan in 
walking around as large piece of land as he possibly could. Now all that land was his. 
As he comes near the estate owner to claim the prize he has earned, he stumbles and 
falls. The crowd of onlookers rushes forward to help him get back on his feet Quickly 
they realize they can do nothing for him. He is dead. So determined was he to amass 
as much land as possible, that he had killed himself in the process. That, then, is the 
answer to the question posed in the short story’s title, “How much land does a man 
need?” In a final and ultimate sense, it is just those few square feet of soil that lie over 
one when they are laid to rest in the ground; that burial plot is all we really need, But, 
like the servant in the story, we may be getting there sooner than we’d like; we may 
be killing ourselves trying to get more and more of this or that. 
 
 Some of you may remember, the now deceased newspaper columnist, Jimmy 
Breslin. He once wrote, “Life is just a mad dash from high school graduation to the 
funeral parlor.” I think in this neighborhood that the race begins even sooner, 
something like “graduation” from nursery school with then the pressure to get into the 
right grammar school, then the right high school, then a prestigious college or 
university to be able eventually to qualify for an elite graduate school, all with the aim 
of being suitably credentialed for “life.” Of course, education is a good thing. Of 
course, one has to be equipped to make a decent living. But when that becomes the 
all-consuming priority, then something is askew. At a Catholic wedding the final 
blessing for the bride and groom as they begin their lives together has these words, 
“May the desire for material possessions not dominate your lives.” It is a reminder that 
there are other things that count for more: the quality of their relationship, the 
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emotional and spiritual nurturing of their children, their service to the community at 
large. Sadly, after many years a couple may have accumulated a lot of stuff, but in 
reality may have very little, very little of the things that really matter. 
 
 Now, let’s look at the parable in today’s Gospel. A man asks Jesus to settle a 
dispute with his brother about their inheritance. Jesus’ response is, “Friend, who 
appointed me as your judge and arbitrator?” Another way of saying this might be, 
“Hey, dude, don’t drag me into this. Settle it among yourselves, you are brothers after 
all.” The problem is that their relationship is being damaged by greed. One brother is 
accusing the other of cheating him out of his fair share. They have forgotten, Jesus 
says, that, “though one may be rich, life does not consist of possessions.”  Jesus then 
tells this parable. The point of any parable is that the listener reflect if he or she finds 
themselves situated in any of the characters depicted in the story, so that they be 
motivated then to change their behavior. All the parables of Jesus are invitations to 
make a decision. This is where they can become a little uncomfortable, but at the 
same time life-altering, life-enriching. 
 
 One thing to notice first of all is that the man in the parable speaks to no one but 
himself. He certainly does not speak to God. God only comes in at the end to tell him, 
“Time’s up.” We see how self-involved is this individual. He has withdrawn into a world 
of his own self-interest, with no concern for the common good. He deludes himself into 
thinking that he has still more time to enjoy his wealth. He decides he’ll build bigger 
barns to store his bumper crop. Of course, he could have given some of the excess 
grain to those who might need it, but apparently the thought never crosses his mind. 
As the Jews say, “There are no pockets in shrouds.” In other words, you can’t take it 
with you. The man in the parable learns this too late. The parable asks, “All the things 
[he] has prepared, to whom will they go?” Perhaps to heirs who will not even be 
grateful for what they have received. The parable goes on, “Thus will it be for all who 
store up treasure for themselves, but are not rich in what matters to God.” And what 
matters to God? The works of kindness, of compassion, making the world more fair 
and just, speaking with God, prayer, something the man in the parable never did. 
 
 David Brooks, the columnist in the New York Times, once remarked, “The first 
half of one’s life is spent in creating one’s resume, and the second half should be spent 
in creating one’s eulogy.” The resume virtues are the ones you bring to the job market 
that contribute to external success. The eulogy virtues are deeper; they are the ones 
spoken about at your funeral, the ones that describe what you have made of yourself 
as a genuine human being, as a child of God, as a disciple of Jesus Christ.  They exist 
at the core of your being—whether you are kind, brave, honest and faithful, the kind 
of relationships you have developed. They are what matters to God. The temptation 
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for us may not be to build bigger barns, but to build bigger stock portfolios. Today’s 
parable challenges us to consider when enough is enough, when it is time to start 
spending some of that time and energy that got us to where we are today in becoming 
rich in what matters to God. It is never too late nor too early to begin, but decide we 
must. 


