
SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 21, 1986 

llREVISING THE FUTURE" 

LUKE 12:13-21 

REVELATION 21:1-5 

IN THE PASSAGE JUST READ FROM THE GOSPEL. 

ACCORDING TO LUKE, JESUS TELLS A STORY ABOUT 

A MAN WHO WAS RICH AND AT THE SAME TIME JESUS 

CALLED HIM A FOOL! To SOME PEOPLE IN OUR 

SOCIETY THIS SOUNDS LIKE A CONTRADICTION 

IN TERMS FOR THEY ASSUME THAT IF A PERSON 

IS RICH, HE OR SHE CANNOT BE A FOOL. BUT 

NOT SO ACCORDING TO JESUS, 

THE MAN JESUS DESCRIBED WAS NOT ONLY RICH, 

BUT HE WAS ALSO SUCCESSFUL ACCORDING TO THE 

WAY IN WHICH WE USUALLY DEFINE SUCCESS. HE 

RAN A SUCCESSFUL FARMING OPERATION--ONE THAT 

PRODUCED HUGE PROFITS, SO MUCH SO THAT HE 

WAS MAKING MORE MONEY THAN HE COULD SPEND. 

So HE WAS.BOTH SUCCESSFUL AND RICH AND THESE 

TWO DO NOT ALWAYS GO TOGETHER. SOME PEOPLE 

BECOME RICH THROUGH INHERITANCE, OR MAYBE 

WIN A SEVERAL MILLION DOLLAR LOTTERYJ OR 

ARE LUCKY IN SOME OTHER WAY. 

So THE FIRST POINT THAT JESUS MAKES IN THIS 
• • 

~ 

PARABLE IS THAT WISDOM DOES NOT ALWAYS GO 

WITH ·succESS OR WITH BEING RICH. THIS 

......... . , 
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CHALLENGES A WIDELY HELD ASSUMPTION. IN 

OUR TIME IN PARTICULAR, THE DEFINITION OF 

SUCCESS USUALLY INCLUDES MAKING A LOT OF 

MONEY AND IF SOMEONE CAN MAKE A LOT OF MONEY 

WE GO ON TO ASSUME THAT HE OR SHE IS FILLED 

WITH WISDOM. FURTHERMORE, IT IS THE CONVICTION 

OF MANY THAT YOU CANNOT ARGUE WITH SUCCESS 

AND YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO CRITICIZE IT, BUT 

JESUS TELLS US THAT YOU CAN BE RICH AND YOU 

CAN BE SUCCESSFUL AND YOU CAN STILL BE A 

FOOL! 

ISN'T IT AMAZING HOW WE ASSUME THAT ANY 

SUCCESS ACHIEVED IN ANY FIELD MAKES THAT 

PERSON AN AUTHORITY IN ALL OTHER FIELDS. 

I HAVE JUST FINISHED READING A NEW BIOGRAPHY 

OF THE FORD FAMILY AND THE AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY. 

IT'S ENTITLED, nFORD, THE MEN AND THE MACHINES.n 

BECAUSE HENRY FORD I, WAS EMINENTLY SUCCESSFUL 

IN THE MANUFACTURE OF AUTOMOBILES, PARTICULARLY 

WITH HIS DESIGN AND PRODUCTION OF THE MODEL 

T FORD, HE BEGAN TO ASSUME THAT HE WAS AN 

AUTHORITY IN EVERY OTHER FIELD OF ENDEAVOR. 

AND NOT ONLY DID HE ASSUME THAT, BUT MANY 

OTHER PEOPLE ASSUMED IT AS WELL, 

THE ASSUMPTION IS STILL WITH US, SUCCESS 

IN ANY FIELD CARRIES GREAT POWERS OF PERSUASION 

IN ALL FIELDS, THAT'S WHY COMMERICALS USE 

FILM STARS TO SELL REFRIGERATORS AND STAR 

ATHLETES TO ENDORSE HAIR OIL OR SHAVING 

CREAM. 

IT'S STILL A WIDELY HELD ASSUMPTION THAT 
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IF A PERSON IS IN THE TOP FINANCIAL BRACKET1 

HIS OR HER MESSAGE IS THEREBY AUTHENTICATED 

AND NO ONE HAS A RIGHT TO QUESTION IT. IF 

IT IS SUCCESSFUL} IT MUST BE RIGHT. HOWEVER1 

JESUS 1 IN THIS PARABLE1 CHALLENGES THIS POPULAR 

ASSUMPTION. 

A SECOND ASSUMPTION WHICH THIS PARABLE 

CHALLENGES IS THAT THE FUTURE WILL SIMPLY 

BE AN EXTENSION OF WHAT IS GOING ON IN THE 

PRESENT, THAT'S WHY JESUS CALLED THE RICH 

MAN IN THE PARABLE -- A FOOL. 

HE ASSUMED THAT SINCE HE WAS MAKING A LOT 

OF MONEY NOW THAT HE WOULD ALWAYS CONTINUE 

TO.DO so. HE ASSUMED THAT HE WAS IN COMPLETE 

CONTROL OF HIS DESTINY -- HE EVEN FORGOT 

THAT ONE DAY HE WOULD DIE. THE ONLY FUTURE 

HE COULD IMAGINE WAS THAT OF A CONTINUATION 

OF THE PRESENT. THERE WAS NO THOUGHT OF 

REVISING THE FUTURE. HE ASSUMED THE PRESENT 

TREND WOULD CONTINUE FOREVER. 

MANY ·oF US TODAY STILL FALL INTO THIS 

CONCEPTUAL TRAP -- THAT'S WHY NOTHING FAILS 

LIKE SUCCESS, WE REFUSE TO ALLOW FOR THE 

FACT THAT. THE FUTURE IS ALWAYS BEING REVISED 

AND THAT IT IS ALWAYS OPEN TO CHANGE AND 

THEREFORE TO. A CERTAIN DEGREE UNPREDICTABLE, 

. . . . . 

SOMEONE SAID THEN WHEN IT COMES TO THE FUTURE} 

THERE ARE THREE SORTS OF PEOPLE -- (1) THOSE 

WHO LET IT HAPPEN; (2) THOSE WHO HELP MAKE 
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IT HAPPEN; (3) THOSE WHO WONDER WHAT HAPPENED. 

SOME PEOPLE "LET IT HAPPEN)" NOT BECAUSE 

.OF INDIFFERENCE OR IGNORANCE) BUT RATHER 

BECAUSE THEY ARE ALMOST TOO WELL INFORMED. 

THEY UNDERSTAND THE EXTRAORDINATORY COMPLEXITY 

OF THE ISSUES AND THEY SEE THE DISTURBING 

GAP BETWEEN THE ENORMITY OF THE TASK AND 

THE INADEQUACY OF THE PRESENT RESPONSE, As 

A RESULT } THEY FEEL POWERLESS TO MAKE ANY 

SORT OF DIFFERENCE AT ALL. 

SEVERAL YEARS AGOJ I ATTENDED A CONFERENCE 

IN WHICH WE TRIED TO LOOK AT THE FUTURE, 

OUR FIRST ASSIGNMENT WAS FOR EACH ONE OF 

US INDIVIDUALLY TO LIST FIVE EVENTS OR TRENDS 

OR CHANGES EACH OF US THOUGHT WOULD BE LIKELY 

TO OCCUR IN THE FUTURE IN GENERAL -- NOT 

THE LONGJ LONGJ RANGE FUTURE) BUT WITHIN 

OUR LIFETIME. THEN EACH ONE OF US WAS ASKED 

TO MAKE A SECOND LIST OF FIVE THINGS WE 

THOUGHT WOULD LIKELY HAPPEN TO US PERSONALLY 

IN THE FUTURE, 

TRY THIS EXERCISE SOMETIME. IT'S QUITE 

REVEALING. IN A GROUP OF ABOUT TWENTY OF 

US WHO DID THE EXERCISE) ONLY SEVERAL OF 

US ON OUR PERSONAL LIST PUT DOWN THE FACT 
' -

THAT WE WOULD DIE, Now MAYBE SOME PEOPLE 

WHO ARE MAKING THEIR LISTS FELT THAT TO WRITE 
. . . .  

THIS DOWN AS SOMETHING THAT WOULD HAPPEN 
. . . . 

TO THEM IN THE FUTURE WAS TOO OBVIOUS- --

BUT I DON'T THINK SO. A LOT OF PEOPLE-DON'T 

\ 
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TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE FACT THAT ONE DAY THEY 

WILL DIE. THE MAN IN THE PARABLE THAT JESUS 

TOLD DIDN'T TAKE HIS OWN DEATH INTO ACCOUNT. 

JESUS WASN'T SAYING THAT WE SHOULD DWELL 

ON THE FACT THAT WE ARE ONE DAY GOI-NG TO 

DIE ) BUT WE AT LEAST OUGHT TO TAKE IT INTO 

ACCOUNT AS WE THINK ABOUT THE PRESENT AND 

THE FUTURE. 

THIS PARABLE THEN CALLS INTO QUESTION TWO 

POPULAR ASSUMPTIONS -- (1) THAT WISDOM) 

RICHES AND SUCCESS ARE ALWAYS RELATED; AND 

(2) THAT PRESENT TRENDS WILL CONTINUE INTO 

THE FUTURE. 

IN THEIR PLACE) THIS PARABLE GIVES US TWO 

NEW ASSUMPTIONS THAT WE AS CHRISTIANS CAN 

MAKE ABOUT THE FUTURE AND WHAT EFFECT WILL 

THESE ASSUMPTIONS HAVE ON US AS WE LIVE IN 

THE PRESENT. 

l, FIRST OF ALL) JESUS TELLS US THROUGH 

THIS PARABLE} AND IN OTHER PLACES AS WELL) 

THAT THE FUTURE IS ALWAYS UNDERGOING REVISION. 

IT IS NOT PRE-DETERMINED. THE ONLY THING 

THAT IS PRE-DETERMINED IS THAT ONE DAY EACH 

ONE OF US WILL DIE. To SAY THAT THE FUTURE 

IS NOT PRE-DETERMINED IS ANOTHER WAY OF 

SAYING THAT THE FUTURE IS OPEN AND IF IT 

IS OPEN, THEN WE CAN HAVE SOME EFFECT ON 

IT IF WE SEE OURSELVES AS PART OF THAT GROUP 

WHO BELIEVE THAT WE CAN, REMEMBER EARLIER 

I SAID THAT IN REGARD TO THE FUTURE THERE 
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ARE THREE SORTS OF PEOPLE -- THOSE WHO SIMPLY 
. . . 

LET. IT HAPPEN; THOSE WHO HELP MAKE IT HAPPEN; 

AND THOSE WHO WONDER WHAT HAPPENED. 

GOD HAS SO MADE THE WORLD THAT WE CAN HAVE 

SOME EFFECT ON OUR FUTURE AND THE WORLD'S 

FUTURE. WE CAN HELP MAKE THE FUTURE HAPPEN, 

WE CAN BE PART OF REVISING THE FUTURE, 

BUCKMINSTER FULLER DESCRIBED IT THIS WAY 

IN A METAPHOR. HE SAID WE ARE ALL PASSENGERS 

ON A SPAC·E-SHIP� THE EARTH., FOR WHICH NO 

OPERATING MANUAL HAS BEEN WRITTEN. WE ARE 

NOT SIMPLY GOING TO FIND THAT MANUAL SOMEWHERE; 

IT'S OUR TASK TO WRITE IT., AND WE HAD BETTER 

FIGURE OUT WHERE WE'RE GOING AND HOW TO MAKE 
•. 

OUR SPACE CRAFT WORK. 

As CHRISTIANS WE BELIEVE THAT WE HAVE BEEN 

GIVEN A LOT OF HELP AND WILL CONTINUE TO 

RECEIVE GUIDANCE AND HELP FROM Gan's SPIRIT, 

THAT'S WHY WE CONTINUE TO STUDY THE BIBLE -­

BUT NOT AS AN ANSWER BOOK., BUT AS A LIVING 

GUIDE FOR HELPING US., BOTH AS INDIVIDUALS 

AND AS WE WORK TOGETHER TO MAKE THIS A BETTER 

WORLD AND A BETTER FUTURE. 

2. SECONDLY., NOT ONLY DO WE AS CHRISTIANS 

ASSUME THAT THE FUTURE IS OPEN AND THEREFORE 

ALWAYS UNDERGOING REVISION AND THAT WE CAN 

HAVE SOME PART THEREFORE IN DETERMINING THE 

FUTURE� FOR GOOD OR ILLJ WE ALSO ASSUME THAT 
. -

GOD IS AT WORK AND AS THE BIBLE PUTS IT --

GOD IS ALWAYS MAKING ALL THINGS NEW, 



BECAUSE GOD IS AT WORK STILL CREATING AND 

BECAUSE GOD IS A LOV ING GOD AND BECAUSE GOD 

WORKS WITH US AND IN US -- LIFE IS FILLED 

WITH NEW BEGINNINGS, CHANGE IS INEVITABLE, 
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THIS IS ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT FACTS THAT 

WE HUMAN BEINGS HAVE TO DEAL WITH, AGAINJ 

LIKE THE RICH FOOL IN THE PARABLEJ WE TEND 

TO DENY CHANGE -- WE TEND TO THINK THAT WHAT 

IS HAPPENING NOW IS ALWAYS GOING TO HAPPEN. 

WE GET CAUGHT IN THAT CONCEPTUAL TRAP. IT 

OCCURS IN ALL AREAS OF OUR LIVING, MARK 

TWAIN ON CE SAID THAT IF THE ON LY TOOL YOU 

HAVE IS A HAMMERJ YOU TEND TO SEE ALL PROBLEMS 

AS NAILS. 

OR TO CHANGE THE METAPHOR FOR OUR TIME --

IF THE ONLY TOOL YOU HAVE IS A GUNJ THEN 

YOU TEND TO SEE ALL PROBLEMS AS SOMETHING 

TO BE KILLEDJ AND THAT WILL THEN SOLVE THE 

PROBLEM, WE STILL TEND TO FALL INTO THE 

CONCEPTUAL TRAP THAT FORCE OR POWER WILL 

SOLVE ALL OUR PROBLEMS, 

How DO WE GET CAUGHT IN CONCEPTUAL TRAPS? 

A PSYCHOLOGIST NAMED EDWARD DE BONO HAS 

STUDIED HOW THE MIND FORMS (AND RESISTS) 

NEW IDEAS,_ HE, COMPARES THE PROCESS OF 

TH INKING TO DIGG ING HOLES AND USES TH IS 

EXAMPLE: u!T IS NOT POSSIBLE TO DIG A HOLE 

IN A DIFFERENT PLACE BY DIGG ING THE SAME 
. -

. 

HOLE DEEPER, LOGIC IS THE TOOL THAT IS USED 

TO DIG DEEPER HOLES, BUT IF A HOLE IS IN 
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THE WRONG PLACE., THEN NO AMOUNT OF IMPROVEMENT 

IS GOING TO PUT IT IN THE RIGHT PLACE, No 

MATTER HOW OBVIOUS THIS MAY SEEM TO EVERY 

DIGGER., IT IS STILL EASIER TO GO ON DIGGING 

IN THE SAME HOLE THAN TO START ALL OVER AGAIN 

IN A NEW PLACE I,, 

THIS DISINCLINATION TO ABANDON A HALF-DUG 

HOLE IS PARTLY A RELUCTANCE TO ABANDDN THE 

INVESTMENT OF EFFORT THAT HAS GONE INTO THE 

HOLE WITHOUT SEEING SOME RETURN. IT IS ALSO 

EASIER TO GO ON DOING THE SAME THING RATHER 

THAN WONDERING WHAT ELSE TO DO: THERE IS 

A STRONG COMMITMENT TO IT. HENRY FORD HAD 

TROUBLE CHANGING FROM THE MODEL T. 

IT IS NOT POSSIBLE TO LOOK IN A DIFFERENT 

DIRECTION BY LOOKING HARDER IN THE SAME 

DIRECTION. No SOONER ARE TWO THOUGHTS 

STRUNG TOG ETHER THAN THERE IS A DI REc·r I ON., 

AND IT BECOMES EASIER TO STRING FURTHER 

THOUGHTS ALONG IN THE SAME DIRECTION THAN 

TO IGNORE IT. IGNORING SOMETHING CAN BE 

HARD WORK., ESPECIALLY IF THERE IS NOT YET 

AN ALTERNATIVE. 

FOR EXAMPLE., BY FAR THE GREATEST AMOUNT OF 

SCIENTIFIC EFFORT IS DIRECTED TOWARDS THE 

LOGICAL EN LARGEMENT OF SOME ACCEPTED 

HOLE I I I YET GREAT NEW IDEAS AND GREAT 

SCIENTIFIC ADVANCES HAVE OFTEN COME ABOUT 

THROUGH PEOPLE IGNORING THE HOLE THAT IS 

IN PROGRESS AND STARTING A NEW ONE. THIS 
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STARTING OF A NEW HOLE IS RARE BECAUSE THE 

PROCESS OF EDUCATION IS USUALLY EFFECTIVE 

AND EDUCATION IS DESIGNED TO MAKE PEOPLE 

APPRECIATE THE HOLES THAT HAVE BEEN DUG FOR 

THEM BY THEIR BETTERS. ALSO THERE IS A 

COMFORTABLE) EARNED FAMILIARITY WITH A WELL­

WORKED HOLE. WE HAVE TO HAVE THE COURAGE 

TO DIG NEW HOLESJ WHICH MEANS ASKING NEW 

QUESTIONS, 

ONE OF THE MOST EFFECTIVE MEDICAL DISCOVERIES 

OF ALL TIME CAME ABOUT WHEN EDWARD JENNER 

SHIFTED HIS ATTENTION FROM WHY PEOPLE GOT 

SMALLPOX TO WHY DAIRYMAIDS APPARENTLY DID 

NOT, FROM THE DISCOVERY THAT HARMLESS COWPOX 

GAVE PROTECTION AGAINST DEADLY SMALLPOX CAME 

VACCINATION AND THE END OF SMALLPOX AS A 

SCOURGE IN THE WESTERN WORLD, 

IN ONE OF SHERLOCK HOLMES' CASES HIS ASSISTANT) 

DR. WATSON) POINTED OUT THAT A CERTAIN DOG 

WAS OF NO IMPORTANCE TO THE CASE BECAUSE 

IT DID NOT APPEAR TO HAVE DONE ANYTHING. 

SHERLOCK HOLMES TOOK THE OPPOSITE POINT OF 

VIEW AND MAINTAINED THAT THE FACT THAT THE 

DOG HAD DON-E NOTHING WAS OF THE UTMOST 

SIGNIFICANCE) FOR IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN 

EXPECTED TO DO SOMETHING) AND ON THIS BASIS 

HE SOLVED THE CASE, 

THE POINT IS -- AS CHRISTIANSJ AS FOLLOWERS 

OF JESUS CHRIST) WE SHOULD NOT BE AFRAID 

OF THE NEWJ AFRAID OF CHANGE) AFRAID OF 

\ 
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ASKING NEW QUESTIONSw GOD IS ALWAYS MAKING 

THINGS NEW -- THAT'S THE TESTIMONY OF THE 

BIBLE -- THE FUTURE IS CONTINUALLY BEING 

REVISED. 

WALT BRUEGGEMANNJ AN OLD FRIEND OF MINE AND 

AN OLD TESTMENT SCHOLARJ SPEAKS OF THE 

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ROYAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND 

PROPHETIC IMAGINATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT. 

THIS IS THE CONTRAST BETWEEN TRADITIONAL 

GODS OF ORDER REVERED IN ANCIENT EGYPT AND 

THE CREATIVE FREEDOM OF GOD CELEBRATED BY 

MOSES OR JEREMIAHJ AND IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

BY JESUS. ROYAL CONSCIOUSNESS EMPHASIZES 

CONTINUITY AND SECURITY) ENCOURAGING PEOPLE 

TO LIVE AS IF THE PRESENT STRUCTURES OF 

SOCIETY WOULD LAST FOREVER. IT INSISTS ON 

DOING THINGS AS THEY'VE ALWAYS BEEN DONE. 

SECURE IN ITS POWER AND AFFLUENCE) IT IS 

MARKED BY MYOPIC VISION AND A MOOD OF LETHARGY. 

BY CONTRAST) PROPHET CONSCIOUSNESS CHALLENGES 

THE OLD REGIME SO THAT A NEW REALITY CAN 

EMERGE. IT STRESSES JUSTICE OVER ORDER, 

IT SPEAKS THE LANGUAGE OF POETRY AND LYRIC) 

SEEKING NEW METAPHORS FOR DYING AND LIVING) 

AS OVER AGAINST THE DEADENING PROSE OF THE 

ARCHITECTS OF ROYAL SOCIETY, 

WHAT WORRIES ME SOMET IMES IS THAT EVEN THOUGH 
. . 

PROFESSING TO BE CHRISTIANS AND BELIEVERS 

IN THE ONE LIVING GODJ WE WORSHIP THE 

TRADITIONAL GODS OF EGYPT, WE ARE BOUND 

TO THE OPPRESSIVE AND UNIMAGINATIVE GODS 



OF EMPIRE. IF THIS BE THE CASEJ THEN WE 
. . . . 

ARE IN DANGER OF BEING LIKE THE RICH FOOL 
. . . 
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IN THE PARABLE JESUS TOLD. AND WE WILL DIE 

WITHOUT EVER KNOWING THE TRUE JOY OF LIVING! 

THINK OF WHAT FUN THAT RICH MAN COULD'VE 

HAD GIVING HIS MONEY AWAY WHILE HE WAS STILL 

ALIVE, BUT HE THOUGHT HE COULD KEEP IT ALL 

FOR HIMSELF. THAT'S WHY JESUS CALLED HIM 

A FOOL! 

Do NOT BE AFRAID. GOD CONTINUALLY CALLS 

US TO A REVISED FUTURE. LIFE IS FILLED WITH 

NEW BEGINNINGS AND WE CAN HELP THOSE NEW 

BEGINNINGS TO HAPPEN, THAT'S THE GOOD NEWS 

OF THE GOSPEL, AMEN, 

\ 


