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Luke 12:13-21

Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me." But he said to him, "Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?" And he said to them, "Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one's life does not consist in the abundance of possessions." Then he told them a parable: "The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he thought to himself, `What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?' Then he said, `I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, `Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.' But God said to him, `You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?' So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God."

__________
Every January, my credit card company sends me an itemized statement of every purchase I made during the previous year.  But more than that, it puts my purchases in categories so I can get an idea where my money goes.  And just in case I don’t get the picture of what I’ve been doing from the raw data, it displays my spending habits in a pie chart.  And I’m always amazed and usually appalled at how big the non-essential slices of that pie are, although not nearly as appalled as my thrifty husband is!  

Jesus was known to say: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:34).  If that’s true, then it looks like my heart has been mostly in Talbot’s, Macy’s and Target. 
The characters in this morning’s gospel reading from Luke had their hearts set on money matters in a way that seemed to be of great concern to Jesus.  The first story is about two brothers who were disputing the distribution of their inheritance.  By law, the older brother would receive double the amount of what the younger brother would receive.  Well, apparently, the younger brother didn’t think that was fair and wanted Jesus to weigh in on the matter – to settle the dispute because Jesus was seen as an authority on fairness.  

Jesus took offense at being asked to settle something as mundane or worldly as a money matter and advised the brothers to set their minds on something other than money and possessions – something that wouldn’t make them so greedy.  And then to drive the point home, Jesus told a parable to them and to the crowd following him around.  
The story he told is known as the Parable of the Rich Fool and is based on something Jesus had said earlier about the nature of discipleship, which is: “What good does it profit (people) to gain the whole world if they lose or forfeit themselves?” (Luke 9:25).  

The parable began with a man, a rich man, which should have alerted anyone listening that something was up because most of the stories Jesus told about rich people didn’t end particularly well for them – didn’t show them in a very good light.  In this story, the man, who was a farmer, had experienced a bountiful harvest.  Instead of thanking God for such a blessing, his thoughts turned instead to practical matters such as where he was going to store such a harvest since his barn wasn’t big enough to hold it all.  
So he decided he would tear down that barn and build a bigger one.  Then he sat back and began to appreciate what his abundance really meant, which was that he would never have to worry another day about not having enough of anything.  Wouldn’t that be nice?!
Right in the middle of his reverie, however, God interrupted the man’s thoughts.  “How do you plan to enjoy your bounty” God asked, “if you will soon be dead?  How rich will you feel then?  And whose bounty will it be after you are gone?”
Well, that created a dilemma for that farmer, didn’t it?  It was one thing to work hard for his enjoyment and quite another to work hard for someone else to enjoy it – someone he might not even know or care about.  Jesus concluded his story by saying that anyone who stored up treasures for himself instead of being rich toward God would no doubt face the same dilemma.   
Okay, let’s back up a minute.  Where had the rich farmer gone wrong?  He certainly could have been in a more thankful frame of mind than he was, but was it really so wrong to think about building bigger barns to store his bountiful harvest?  It wouldn’t have made sense to let the overflow rot in the fields.  And what good business person wouldn’t consider enlarging a successful enterprise?  
And what about the farmer’s feeling of contentment with his bounty?  What’s wrong with that?  For all we know, he may have been coming off of a string of lean years when there were barely enough crops to sell to put food on the table.  With his recent bounty, he would now have more than enough.    
I have to admit that when I come back from the grocery store and have restocked both the refrigerator and pantry, I have a feeling of contentment knowing that we’ll have plenty to eat for awhile.  And I also have to admit that when I hear that the stock market has had a good day, I worry a little less about having enough for retirement.  I think it’s just human nature to store up things, to want to have enough of something so that we can feel good.  But usually enough is too much and that’s the problem.  It begins to take more and more of something to reach that same feeling of contentment.  
And contentment with our earthly possessions – our bounty – tends to give us a false sense of security about a future we really know nothing about.  Just because we might have riches today doesn’t mean we’ll have riches tomorrow.  The only kinds of riches that are both essential and permanent are not from this world, anyway, but from God.    
So maybe the point of the parable is not to let our possessions possess us.  I have to admit, though, that I get a lot of pleasure in some of the things I have: a particular piece of furniture that’s been in the family a long time, some jewelry that my mother has given me, or even my car.  They give me pleasure.  Is that so wrong?  
I don’t think taking pleasure in something we have is wrong in and of itself unless it prevents us from experiencing something that truly feeds our soul.  If glancing down at one of my rings makes my heart flutter more than when I’m in prayer, then something is wrong.  
Five years ago, everything my sister and her husband owned was washed away in the wall of water that went through their house as a result of hurricane Katrina – everything except the few things they both packed in an overnight bag when they vacated their home in Mississippi the day before the hurricane hit.  All of her fine furniture which she had taken such pains to care for was gone.  All of her collectibles which gave her such delight were gone.  Even her most important papers, the kind she put in a safe in the most protected part of their home were gone.  As she put it, her entire history and identity had been washed out into Mobile Bay in a matter of hours and she was devastated.  
That was a tragedy which she mourned for years before she and her husband were able to rebuild a structure which would finally become home again.  I’m not sure she realized just how important her possessions were to her until she lost them all.  Katrina changed her life – especially her attachment to things.  I wasn’t sure she would ever recover but I think she has; and as it stands right now, her home is uncharacteristically sparse but as she says, all she cares about having any more are the necessities and even those may be temporary.    

A similar incident happened not too long ago to a man in California whose house and possessions were destroyed in a raging fire fueled by the Santa Anna winds.  When a reporter stuck a microphone in front of him and asked him how he was feeling, expecting him to talk about how devastated he was, he surprised everyone listening to the interview by saying with a look of triumph: “I am a free man now!” (The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume IX, Nashville: Abingdon Press, pg 257). 
The funny thing about possessions is that they can take up more than their share of room in our homes, but more importantly, whether we realize it or not, they can take up more than their share of room in our hearts.  They can become objects of our affection and even obsession and I think that’s what Jesus was warning his listeners against in the parable of the rich fool.  It’s what the author of Ecclesiastes referred to as “Vanity, vanity of vanities; …a chasing after the wind; …a great evil” (Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12, 2:21)
Our hearts are meant to be filled with love – love from God and from each other.   It’s essential to life.  It should be the biggest slice of our abundance pie.  In fact it should be the whole pie!   
What does our abundance say about us, about what’s important to us and about where our treasure is?  What are we accumulating and why?  And what are we willing to let go to let love in?  It’s certainly something to think about, isn’t it?
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