EIGHTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTACOST
July 31, 2022
Bethlehem Lutheran Church

FIRST READING: Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14, 2:18-23
PSALM 49:1-12
SECOND READING: Colossians 3:1-11
GOSPEL: Luke 12:13-21
To all of you who are loved by God and called to be God’s people: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

One Saturday morning in the spring, I was watching the Weather Channel while I did some housework.  Two meteorologists were complaining about the need to set our clocks ahead an hour, since daylight saving time would begin that night.  One of the meteorologists whined, “We started doing daylight saving time because of farmers.  But nobody farms anymore.”

I laughed out loud standing in my kitchen that day.  I thought, “Does that woman eat?  Then she should realize that there are still plenty of farmers out there.”

Of course, there are still farmers.  What’s more, there are still people who build barns – lots of barns – lots of bigger, better barns.

In today’s gospel, Jesus takes up the issue of greed and accumulation after a man asks him to play arbitrator in a family inheritance squabble (v. 13).
We’ve all probably known situations where brother hasn’t spoken to brother for years because of a dispute over a will; or a man leaves an inheritance for his family, only to have disagreements over the inheritance cause the death of his family.

The man who approached Jesus has just lost his father.  You might think that he’d ask Jesus, “How can I handle the grief I’m feeling over the death of my dear father?”

No.  Instead, he demands, “Jesus, tell my brother to give me my share of the inheritance.”  All this guy wanted was his dad’s stuff.  Maybe that’s why Jesus brushed him off.  Do you have estate problems?  Then get a lawyer.  Jesus has bigger fish to fry.  His only response is to tell a mean little story about a fool who had full barns but an empty heart.

Jesus’ parable is a classic tale of the rich getting richer.  A wealthy farmer has a bumper crop that exceeds his storage capacity, so he decides to build bigger barns to store his blessing away.

The problem with the farmer wasn’t that he was wealthy or that he had a great harvest.  The problem was that he didn’t understand the spiritual implications behind what he had.  The Bible consistently teaches that we receive so that we might give to others.  We’re blessed so that we might be a blessing.  We’re loved so that we might love in return.  The problem with greed and accumulation is that rich fools – then and now – forget that blessings are intended to be used to bless others.
Everyone is familiar with that little verse from the letter of James that says, “The love of money is the root of all evil.”  It’s our attachment to possessions over people that pushes us into wrong action.  But money doesn’t hurt people – people hurt people.  Money isn’t evil – although sometimes people choose to do evil things with it.  Money is morally neutral.  It’s our addiction to what money can buy and do that gets us into trouble.

Our son, Aaron, is working toward his master’s degree in accounting through the College of Business at MSU, Mankato.  In addition to his coursework, Aaron likes to read popular books about business and finance and money management.  One of the books he read recently was the national bestseller, Your Money or Your Life by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin.

When he finished reading the book, I read it.  Listen to this excerpt from Your Money or Your Life: “If you live for having it all, then what you have is never enough.  In an environment of more is better, “enough” is like the horizon, always receding.  You lose the ability to identify that point of sufficiency at which you can choose to stop.  If more is better, then what I have is not enough.  Even when I do get the “more” I was convinced would make life “better,” I am still operating out of the belief that more is better – so the “more” I now have still isn’t enough….  “Rich” exists only in comparison to something or someone else.  I am only rich if I have way more than most other people have….  But we know the fallacy of the myth of “more.”  “More” is like a mirage, always just out of reach…  So, in the end, money is the master and we are the slaves.  Money is the victor and we are the vanquished.”

We call this parable, the parable of the rich fool – but Jesus doesn’t.  Jesus begins the story, not with talk about the man, but with talk about the land and its bounty.  “The land of a rich man produced abundantly.”  What’s impressive is this miraculous, barn-bursting harvest.  This gift.
But the blessing becomes a burden.  The gift becomes a problem.  The man worries, “How do I manage my miracle?  What should I do?  I have no place to store my crops.”

How do I manage my miracle?  That’s what this story is about.  How do I manage my miracle?  How do you manage your miracle?

Stewardship experts will tell you that there’s rarely a correlation between a person’s level of income and how much that person gives to the work of the church.  Stewardship is related to something other than income.  It has to do with gratitude; a sense that what I have isn’t what I earned or deserved but rather it’s a gift from God.  That’s my theory for why some people are givers and some are takers.  It has to do with how they manage their miracle and to whom they attribute their miracle.

Billionaire Steve Jobs died of pancreatic cancer in 2011 at the age of 56.  Here are some of his last words:

"In other eyes, my life is the essence of success, but aside from work, I have little joy, and in the end, wealth is just a fact of life to which I am accustomed.

At this moment, lying on the bed, sick and remembering all my life, I realize that all my recognition and wealth is meaningless in the face of imminent death.

You can hire someone to drive a car for you, make money for you – but you can’t rent someone to carry a disease for you…
As we get older, we are smarter, and we slowly realize that the watch worth $30 or $300 – both show the same time.

Whether we drive a car worth $30,000 or $150,000 – the road and distance are the same, and we reach the same destination.

If the house we live in is 300 square meters, or 3000 square meters – the loneliness is the same.

Whether you’re flying first class, or economy class – if the plane crashes, you crash with it.”
Steve Jobs’ sobering words put things in perspective.  And while it’s too late for him, it’s not too late for us.  We don’t need to get all that we desire, because we tend to want too much for our own good.  We don’t need to get everything that our neighbors have.  What we need is the grace of contented living; the joy of being satisfied with what we have, and the freedom that comes from being released from ceaseless striving and accumulating.

Jesus was not anti-wealth, but he was anti-greed and anti-worry.  Through his wisdom and grace, he’ll give us lives worth living and he’ll take from us the stuff that’s not worth dying for.

Of course, the opposite of greed is generosity, and generosity is more than an amount – it’s an attitude.  Jesus makes it clear that we’re blessed to be a blessing, and our goal is to be “rich toward God.”  Our lives have value, not in what we accumulate, but in the light of God’s love for us and his redemption and his provision.  Remember, only God makes the crops grow!  We’re called to leave the bigger barns to the rich fools and strive to being better at sharing than storing.  Amen
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