The love of ... stuff

Yesterday was the Berowra Uniting Lego show, which I’'ve been part of since it began back in
2009. | have a great time showing Lego, looking at Lego, rebuilding and repairing Lego, and
talking about Lego. And | have a lot of Lego - I’'m now well past 400,000 pieces. Which is more
Lego than | ever dreamed anyone would own when | was a child — and while I’ve got more Lego
than | ever need to build what I’d like to build, | can always enjoy getting a bit more.

I’m hardly the only person who has a lot of stuff they don’t need and to some degree wants
more of the stuff they don’t need.

There is a human desire to accumulate stuff whether it’s Lego, or fabric, or books, or coins, or
Hot Wheels cars, or CDs or DVDs, or video games, or watches, or stamps, or whatever the
current collector item at Woolies or Coles is. Far beyond what we need. But it’s good stuff, and
we enjoy it.

These things that we desire to accumulate can be good. But we also need to be aware that they
may not be. Because our desire for things can become overwhelming. Our desire for the things
we want can easily, if we let it, push other things aside.

We want stuff. We want the complete set or series. We want more stuff than others. We want
‘just one more.’ Itis greed. | think the thing that people are most greedy for is money. We want
money. We want to use it for ourselves. We want it to work for us. Money may not be able to buy
us happiness, but it’s been observed that having money makes being miserable a whole lot
easier.

Once upon a time, advertisements for our financial institutions encouraged us to save... but
now they tell us to ‘build wealth’. Because the theme seems to be that it’s not good enough to
have some money, but we want to be wealthy. We want money as a hedge against whatever
problems confront us.

I’m sure we all know that Paul wrote to Timothy: “The love of money is the root of all evil.” (1
Timothy 6:10a, KJV)

And when we read that statement from Paul, if we focus on the word “money,” we can miss the
point what he’s saying, because | think the more important part of that phrase is “the love of”.
But “The love of money is the root of all evil” is only the first part of what Paul wrote, with the
verse continuing “Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced
themselves with many griefs.” (1 Timothy 6:10b, NIV)

Paul effectively says the money’s not the problem, it’s the love of it that is. And you just know
it’s not a good sort of love that Paul’s talking about here —it’s love not in terms of God’s grace,
but in terms of lust and desire and greed.

It’s a desire for the things of this world that can never be truly satisfied. But gosh, aren’t we
going to make an effort to do so.

Which brings us to today’s reading from Luke’s gospel, and if you’ve been going to church for a
while, you’ll have heard the ‘parable of the rich fool more than a few times’, and you’ll more-or-
less know what it means.

Beyond what we learn from the parables themselves though, we can often understand more
when we take into account when Jesus said them and who he said them to. As we heard in the



reading, Jesus telling the parable of the rich fool was prompted by a man in the crowd which
had been surrounding Jesus, saying, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance
with me.”

The man’s brother had refused to give him what he felt he was due. For whatever reason, this
fellow felt he had been cheated, and he wanted Jesus to sort it out for him. Jesus was a figure of
moral authority, so this man thought that Jesus would be reasonable arbitrator, and would treat

him fairly — or perhaps even generously.

Often inheritances are a cause of conflict in families. One child favoured over another. Issues of
who did the most work in looking after the deceased, who gets what of the family fortune. Often
it becomes not really about fairness, but about greed. People sometimes leave fortunes to
charities in their wills, and quite often it ends up in court with families challenging the charity.

And so, this man, who felt wronged, wanted Jesus sort it out for him.

Jesus says to him “Why would | do that?”, he says, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an
arbiter between you?”.

If you read the verses before today’s reading, you see Jesus teaching the crowds — beware the
hypocrisy of the Pharisees... nothing that is covered up will not be uncovered... do not be afraid;
you are of more value than many sparrows... everyone who acknowledges me before others, the
son of man will acknowledge before the angels of God.” And so on. It is amazing, profound
stuff.

| can imagine the crowd staring open-mouthed at him, awestruck by what Jesus was saying.

And then, in a scene that could have come from Monty Python, a lone voice cries out “tell my
brother to divide the inheritance with me.”

Jesus doesn’t fix his problem, but instead he uses the self-centred request to share a profound
teaching.

Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not
consist in an abundance of possessions.” (Luke 12:15)

Think about that “Life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” Not an easy lesson
for people in 1 century Judea. And not an easy lesson for people in 21% century Australia,
either.

Remember the movie, Wall Street — Gordon Gecko, played by Michael Douglas proclaimed
“Greed is good?

In fact, he didn’t just say greed is good, but he told us why he thought it was — he said, “Greed is
right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through and captures the essence of the evolutionary
spirit. Greed, in all of its forms—greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge, [and] has marked
the upward surge of mankind”.

On one hand we have Jesus saying,“one’s life doesn’t consist in the abundance of
possessions” and on the other, Gordon Gecko saying “greed is good”.

Which is the more popular approach, do you think? Which do we, as a church follow? Which do
we, as individuals follow?



Let it me emphasise again that it’s not the possessions that are the problem, but our attitude to
them. Money is not bad... nor are the other things we accumulate, instead, Jesus is saying, our
life doesn’t — or shouldn’t — consist in the abundance of those things.

And then Jesus told a parable to explain: He begins to talk about this rich man...a farmer who
has done very well for himself. As far as we know, he was a good guy. Presumably an honest

man, a hard worker, an upstanding citizen. Through a combination of skill and luck and plain
hard work, his investment had paid off. He had got this massive crop in.

But then he had a problem: No place to put all his grain. Jesus lets us hear the man’s thoughts.
The farmer debates with himself. “What shall | do? | have no place to store my crops.’ Then he
said, ‘This is what I’ll do. | will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there | will store
all my grain and my goods. And I’'ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for
many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”

Listen to what he says: “MY crops...MY barns...MY grain...MY goods.” “l... I...I...” He sounds
totally self-absorbed. He’s preoccupied with accumulating wealth. His only thought is that he
can hoard it all and “take life easy, eat, drink, be merry.” But | have to wonder if he was going to
invite anyone else to the party?

We know how the story ends, though. In the words of the text, “God said to him, ‘You fool! This
very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for
yourself?"”

Who indeed?

The farmer in Jesus’ parable is most fortunate — his lands had produced abundantly to the point
that all his barns were full. “What shall | do?” he asked himself. The only logical answer that he
could come up with was to tear down his barns and build larger ones. Take early retirement and
live the good life.

But what the farmer does not consider, is that God has a claim on him. Not just on his harvest,
but on the farmer’s own his life... that very night. Then to whom would the farm and the crops
and the massive barns belong? That’s the way it is, Jesus says, with those who live only think of
themselves and not of God.

The point of Jesus’ parable seems simple and straightforward enough. Do not let greed take you
over. Easy enough, right? Except it’s not.

The farmer didn’t set out to be greedy. He set out, presumably, to be a farmer. To work the land.
To harvest crops. To have a living.

And things went well. And he got more than he expected. And he decided to keep if for himself.

It’s easy to be greedy. Accumulating money feels good. Accumulating other stuff, be it Lego or
fabric or investment properties, feels good too. And if we have a bit, it whets our appetite for a
bit more.

What do you think the farmer should have done?
God calls this man a fooll Which | think is really strong language from God.

This man is a fool because he had no thought of anyone but himself — let alone of God. He had
no thought to share his good fortune with others. Instead, he hoarded it all for himself.



Jesus told us the point of this parable before he even began telling it. Sometimes it can hard to
discern what God wants us to do, but not here.

The pointis pure and simple: “Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not
consistin the abundance of possessions.”

Life doesn’t consist in the abundance of possessions. Jesus says elsewhere that he is the way,
the truth and the life. Our life — our eternal life — comes from Jesus. And as Christians, we have
that life, because Jesus gave up his life for us.

We are all wealthy people in world and historical terms. Our circumstances will all be different,
but we do all have an abundance of possessions.

Our challenge isn’t to dispose of them or disregard them, but to make sure our lives don’t
consist of them. That we don’t focus on those things. We need to see God’s blessings in
whatever we have, to thank God, and seek God’s guidance on how we can best use them.

And pray that will remember that our life isn’t in our possessions or our wealth or in any of the
other things of the world, but is in Jesus who lived for us, who died for us, and gives life to us all.

Amen.



