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The Rich Fool

St John Chysostom tells us that “nothing so debases a man as deceit, 
nothing is so pernicious in the Church as insincerity”. Why is this? It is because 
deceit, lying, bearing false witness as the Ninth Commandment puts it, erodes the 
trust between people that is necessary if genuine love is to flourish. To be 
debased is ultimately to allow oneself to fall from rational integrity into the state 
where we are ruled by our passions. Such a condition frustrates our best attempts 
to live and love without hypocrisy. St John points out that this insincerity is 
particularly pernicious, (that is highly injurious, destructive, deadly), in the Church 
since the Church is first and foremost called to be a community of brotherly love, 
of friends in Christ, Himself the great friend of man.

Here is another instance where the moral/ethical dimension of human 
relationships is revealed to have a vital role for the acquiring of any genuine 
Christian spirituality – which is always advancement in love for God and love for 
neighbor. That is why the rich man in today’s Gospel is called a fool. He misses the 
whole point and purpose of life altogether. He thinks the things of this world can 
satisfy his soul. Yet to be rich towards God has more to do with moral struggle, 
with acquiring the virtues necessary to genuine personhood as opposed to the 
simple acquiring of temporal wealth.

False witness applies to all lying and dishonesty in general but most directly 
it speaks to the kind of dishonesty that results in what might best be called “oath 
breaking”, the breaking of one’s “word”, promises and commitments to others. 
This is not just telling a fib but rather breaking a commitment to another person 
or group of persons or even to God. In the beginning of most relationships a 
certain amount of trust is given or invested with the hope that it will grow 
through the mutual experience of the persons. The keeping of promises is 
essential to this growth, that and humble repentance when, for any reason, we 
fail to keep them.



The last Commandment of the “Decalogue” then warns against 
covetousness. “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet 
your neighbor’s wife or his manservant or his maidservant or his ox or his ass of 
anything that is your neighbor’s”. The dictionary includes in its definition of 
covetous not only a desire for what belongs to others but having a craving for 
possessions generally. Synonyms include greedy, acquisitive, grasping, and 
avaricious. Indeed, another definition might be “lusting after the things of this 
world”, lust itself being an inordinate, intense and ultimately selfish desire to 
possess for the purpose of personal pleasure. Envy also raises its head here, a 
“painful or resentful awareness of a good or advantage enjoyed by another joined 
with a desire to possess that same good or advantage for oneself.

How is love expected to find any foothold in such an environment? Yet who 
among us can say with any honesty that he or she has never been touched by 
these horrible spiritual diseases, let alone welcomed them into our hearts. 
Blessed Augustine says “The law said “You shall not covet” in order that when we 
find ourselves lying in this diseased state we might seek the medicine of grace”.

As we have studied the Ten Commandments, particularly the last Six, the 
moral/ethical Commandments that speak to our relationship with each other, I 
hope that we can begin to see a little more clearly what St. Paul means when he 
teaches that the law does not of itself heal us of sin but rather serves as a means 
whereby we can recognize the sin in us for what an evil thing it truly is. Thus he 
speaks of the law “judging” us.

We have also, I hope, seen how the moral/ethical teaching of Christianity is 
mystical rather than legalistic. By mystical we mean that it has to do with the 
mystery of love between self-aware and rational persons; both divine persons, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit and human persons, ourselves and our neighbors. We 
have seen how lack of honor, of respect for parents and our elders generally, how 
the murderous misuse of our incisive power of anger, turned upon persons 
instead of upon evil, how the adulteries of unrestrained sexuality, how theft, lying 
and covetousness all do harm both to our neighbors and ourselves. These harms, 
left untended, create a greater and greater impediment to our human freedom, 



which is first and foremost a freedom to love and be loved. This is what our Lord 
is speaking of when He warns that we are in danger of “gaining the world but 
losing our souls”.

All of this is, of course, what might be called the “bad news”. It is a 
diagnosis of illness, not the cure. Yet, an accurate diagnosis, however unpleasant, 
is vital to the cure. As physicians who deal with our physical illnesses all know, 
however, acceptance of an unpleasant diagnosis is often hard for people. They 
describe actual stages in this process – denial, bargaining, anger, etc. As a Pastor I 
see exactly the same things when people are struggling to come to grips with the 
true condition of their inner world.

But let’s not forget the First Four Commandments. These actually point out 
the first steps of the cure. As blessed Augustine stated “we must seek the 
medicine of grace”. Grace, if you will recall, is the Church word used to indicate, 
not just a favorable disposition, (being in someone’s good graces), but the actual 
personal energies, the life bestowing life, of the Divine Persons. Just as to 
commune with sin is death, to commune with God is life. “And this is life eternal” 
says Christ in the St. John’s Gospel “that they may know you”. Knowing is in the 
same Biblical sense of a man knowing his wife in a mystical communion of 
persons. A communion that is physical as well as spiritual, (or mental).

God reveals Himself to Israel as the one true God, who has led them out of 
Egypt, (slavery to sin). The proper way of communing with Him, (worship) is 
indicated in the abandonment of all other ‘gods’ and ‘idols’ and shortly after the 
giving of the Ten Commandments, His instructions for the building and use of the 
Temple. We should note here that God is rather specific about how He is to be 
worshiped. Our Orthodox worship, for example, is not just something that the 
early Christians thought might be ‘nice’. If you study the matter in any depth you 
will see that everything is built in accordance with the revelations of God in both 
the Old and New Testament - from the old come the revelations to Moses, from 
the new, the revelations of St. John.

So in our study of the Commandments we come full circle back to the one 
true God who must be worshiped in spirit and in truth. We have taken a little walk 



through the Ten Commandments. Why? Out of idle curiosity or academic 
interest? Or just as a sort of religious entertainment? No, all of this is less than 
useless if it does not aid us in our journey, our therapy, our healing and our 
transfiguration. In our Baptisms we were anointed to “walk in God’s 
Commandments”. Let us try to do so then, not just with enthusiasm, which can be 
zeal without knowledge but as intelligent people who take their vows to God and 
each other seriously, studying out the ways of the Lord so as to walk therein. May 
God grant it.

Please forgive me. In my summing up of the first four Commandments I 
neglected to mention the fourth, concerning keeping a day set aside each week to 
cultivate our relationship with God. For Old Testament Israel this was the 
Sabbath, Saturday, the seventh day of the week, when the Lord “rested” from the 
labor of creation. For the New Testament Israel it is the “Lord’s Day”, the eighth 
day whereupon the risen Christ appeared, the only new thing under the sun.

In these next forty days preceding the Feast of Christ’s Nativity, the 
incarnation, we will attempt to look more deeply into this great and game 
changing mystery. God bless us to do so.


