Sermon for the tenth Sunday of Pentecost.  Aug 1. 2010 Yr C

Hosea 11:1-1, Psalm 107:1-9,43; Colossians 3:13-21, Luke 12:13-21

           The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

In his opening sentences Hosea has a wonderful way of engaging us with the warmth of a parent for his son. God calls Israel his son and says that He called Israel out of Egypt because he loved him. But there was always something missing in the relationship. The more God loved him more he turned his back on God. God is sharing memories of raising Israel; God taught Ephraim to walk; took them up in his arms and they did not know it was God who healed them. God bent down and fed them, picked them up to his face to kiss them. It is a picture of gentleness, compassion and love. Like any good parent this God loved, cared for, fed and protected his child. And yet, for whatever reason, this child consistently rejected the love being offered. The more he is loved the more he rebels.

God brought Israel out of Egypt and Israel will return to Egypt and Asssyria because Israel preferred to worship other gods. God is torn, God does not want to give him up or lose him. The more rebellious Israel is, the more God loves and refuses to be angry. Israel, according to Hosea, prefers to live in fear, and when Israel has had enough, God will welcome him back.    

             Almost all of us know a parent who has loved a child, done everything they could for the child and yet the child continued to rebel, run away, but nothing they did could prevent the parent from loving them. It is painful to be a parent of a rebellious child and watch them destroy themselves and still be there for them.

                  The psalmist makes the point clearly, Give thanks to the Lord for he is good, and his mercy endures forever. He goes on to tell the story of Israel and God.  Israel was hungry and thirsty and became weak, cried out and Yahweh delivered them from their distress.  God set them on the right path. The psalmist ends his poem by saying: Whoever is wise will ponder these things and consider well the compassion of the Lord      

                     In today’s Gospel story we have a situation in which Jesus is interrupted because someone in the crowd wants Jesus to settle a family dispute about an inheritance. Jesus is surrounded by a rather large crowd. The first lines of chapter twelve report that the crowd was so large they trampled on one another. Jesus told the crowd to beware of the hypocrisy of the Pharisees; he told them not to fear those who can kill the body but 
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rather fear the one who can cast into hell. He also told them not to worry if they were dragged into the courts to testify because the Holy Spirit would guide them in what to say. 

           As he was speaking, someone in the crowd was more interested in his family affairs than about the hypocrisy of the Pharisees or anything else. Apparently there was a family dispute about an inheritance and the person wanted Jesus to settle it. Jesus had a clear image of his work and that was to preach the Good News. In the course of preaching the coming of the kingdom he healed the sick, gave life to the lifeless, but he drew the line at settling family disputes. His reply was to the point; Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you? We might take offense at this statement but the reality is it is an important teaching that is still repeated to this day; Know your boundaries; know your strengths and weaknesses. Learn to say “no.”

                   But Jesus did not just sideline the person. Instead, like a good teacher, he used the issue that was raised to speak to a much larger issue; the issue of hording and of greed. He told them Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions. 

                  Greed is not something we like to talk about unless we are pointing toward another person. In the 1987 movie WALL STREET, the character Gordon Gekko, a wealthy, unscrupulous corporate raider, played by Michael Douglas, says; “For lack of a better word, Greed is good".   

                In her book, simply titled, GREED, Phyllis Tickle asks: “Do you wish to acquire more and more? Do you covet what others have but you do not? Are you ambitious to have more money or material goods?  In short, are you greedy? Many people may be willing to answer ‘Yes” to these questions until we get to the last one; once we label such attitudes and behavior as ‘greedy,’ people suddenly become more reticent in their admissions, recognizing that perhaps they have gone too far. Why is greed so bad?”











           Greed has been with us for a long time. Some might say that Adam and 
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Eve were greedy for knowledge and ate from the tree of life and the result of their greed was banishment.  There is a difference between what we need and what we want. We can create a list of groceries we need; list of things we need for camping; for Christmas. As we go through this list we often say, “I don’t need this”, “I don’t need that.” In other words, we can, in a rational and sane manner, opt to minimize our list due to costs; real needs; space etc. We can think about it and make a different choice.

         There are those who, when they begin a sentence with “I want,” have a difference experience from saying “I need.”  There are those who “want” something and that “wanting” sets off an emotional chain reaction within them that does not stop until the person gets whatever it is he or she wants. Envy, jealousy, anger, resentments can all be part and parcel of this journey.

                 Hording can become part of the journey of “I want.” The individual cannot let go of anything regardless of its lack of sentimental or economic value of it. There are individuals who have storage sheds filled with things they have not seen in years and yet they cannot bring themselves to discard it. Two young women worked for an elderly couple for years. When the man died they were greatly surprised to learn he left them his home, a beautiful mansion on twenty acres of land. However they could not take possession of it until his wife died. Over the next thirty five years they watched the roof cave in, the chandeliers crash to the floor, the floor rot.  The woman was in a nursing home but could not let go of what she called “my mansion.” 
            
 Perhaps a better reading for the first reading this morning would have been from the Book of Ecclesiastes. In this book, the Teacher writes that he was King of Israel in Jerusalem; he has no problems in listing all that he accomplished: “I made great works; I built houses and planted vineyards for myself; I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees.” What is fascinating about this writer is what he goes on to say about all that he did: He writes, “I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had spent in doing it, and again, all was vanity and a chasing after wind, and there was  nothing to be gained under the sun.” For this person, everything has its time and place 
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and sooner or later the genius and the fool have to die, therefore everything is but vapor, a puff of smoke, nothing is going to last. He asks: “What do mortals get from all their toil and strain with which they toil under the sun? For all their days are full of pain, and their work is vexation; even at night their minds do not rest. This also is vanity.”


In a different way, Jesus is making the same point about the farmer who had what we might call a bumper crop. All he could think of was himself. Nothing else crossed him mind but his own personal needs. Instead of thinking of sharing it, he decided to tear down all his buildings and build larger ones in which to store his grain and his goods. Once that was done he could then relax and enjoy retirement;  eat, drink, and be merry. Then Jesus introduced the reality check. What is the point of all this hording if he was going to die that night?   









St. Paul, the earliest of the Christian writers, in his letter to the Colossians wrote:  Since you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set you minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,  for you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. He goes on to say: Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which h is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.






Like Jesus, Paul had an urgency in his message in that he expected the Kingdom of God to begin in a matter of time. Eventually Paul, like Jesus, said he did not know when the Kingdom of God was going to arrive and we do not need to know it but we need to be prepared for when it does come. 







Being prepared for the kingdom of God means to make it a reality in our lives through living one day at a time in gratitude; recognizing that everything is but a puff of smoke that will one day evaporate, that that which is of importance is the Eternal Values of love, compassion, kindness and mercy. At its most simplistic; life fully lived is about giving a cup of water in the name of Christ. Or, as the prophet Micah said: Do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God.



