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If you were fabulously wealthy I wonder what you’d do with your money? 

Last week we were in county Durham where we heard about a rich man rather different from the one in 

Jesus’ parable. We were visiting Bishop Auckland, home of the bishops of Durham.  Jonathan Ruffer, the 

man’s called, a committed Christian who’s invested about £200m in something called the Auckland project.  

Although Durham itself is quite prosperous, the surrounding area, including Bishop Auckland, has suffered 

from the closure of the coal mines and the collapse of industries connected with it.  For many locals life can 

be more about surviving than thriving. 

In 2012 Jonathan Ruffer bought the palace in the town where the bishops had lived since the 12th century 

(the diocese couldn’t afford to maintain it any longer), and its contents, including a set of life size paintings 

of Jacob and his 12 sons by the 17th century Spanish master, Zubaran.  They would probably have been sold 

separately and dispersed to art collectors around the world.  Jonathan Ruffer insisted they remained as a set 

in the palace dining room where these heroes of the Jewish faith might continue to challenge anti Semitism 

just as had been intended when they were first hung there by the prince bishop who bought them.  He also 

made it a condition of the sale that the palace and its contents would be open to the public.  Ruffer’s wealth 

has enabled the palace, grounds and its remarkable garden to be beautifully restored, making it a tourist 

attraction, but also a source of employment.  The vision, shared with others, was bigger than this, though.  

It was to build a prosperous town ‘filled with hope and rich in opportunities’.  That’s the Auckland Project.  

There are now among other things, 2 art galleries in the town market place – one dedicated to masterpieces 

of Spanish art and the other to remarkable paintings by some of Durham’s miners.  The project has generated 

jobs and community initiatives and has drawn visitors from all over Europe and beyond.  Jonathan Ruffer, 

unlike the rich fool, did not look at how he might store his wealth to finance a lifetime’s personal security; 

instead he invested it, spent it in ways that has added to the common good.  His wealth has added wealth to 

others.  It was a strategic, imaginative, extravagantly generous, but also risky project to launch in a part of 

the country that is economically deprived.  Would it attract further investment?  Would there be the 

necessary infrastructure and people with skills to sustain it over time etc? 

The rich fool’s priority was security and his own continued prosperity.  He was unable to see further than 

his bigger barns.  He was fixated on growth, getting more, and on protecting all that he had gained. (That 

might sound familiar!) 

Jesus is telling this story in the context of teaching his followers, that’s us, that, rather than being anxious 

about whether there will be enough or preferably more than enough, for our well being, we can be generous 

with what we already have, (which can be money but also, perhaps, time, or particular skills, or physical 

strength, or fruitful networks, for example).  We can trust in God’s generosity towards us and, what’s more 

extraordinary, by doing so, and showing generosity towards others, we spark more generosity from God.  

Not that God needs it but that God delights in it.  It’s as though we add to the divine store, joining a virtuous 

circle of giving and receiving.   

That virtuous circle is visible in the Auckland project as more people, being enriched by the skills, time, 

expertise of others offer their own part in realising the vision of ‘a prosperous town, filled with hope and 

rich in opportunities.’  I wonder what your virtuous circle might be? 
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