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Text: Luke 12:13-21


Someone in the crowd said to him, ìTeacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.î But he said to him, ìFriend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?î And he said to them, ìTake care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for oneís life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.î Then he told them a parable: ìThe land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he thought to himself, ëWhat should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?í Then he said, ëI 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, ëSoul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.í But God said to him, ëYou fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?í So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.î�	óLuke 12:13-21, nrsv


I suspect more than a few of us purchased a copy of the latestóand lastóbook in the Harry Potter series a couple of weeks agoÖmy pre-ordered copy was delivered to my front door by UPS precisely on July 21. But I wonder if any of you have picked up your copy of the Statistical Abstract of the United States for 2007 yet? No? Hmmm. At 1,300 pages, itís almost twice as long as J. K. Rowlingís final offering from the world of wizardry. But I suspect it is nowhere near as engaging as Harryís ìDeathly Hallowsî adventures. This ìTale of Too Muchî released recently by the U. S. Census Bureau reports on the statistical trends across a number of sectors of American life andóin shortóindicates that we are living a ìSuper-Size Meî life.�


It tells us a few things:


Weíre media saturated. The average American has the means, technology and time for 10 hours of media connection a day.�


Weíre very well fed. The World Health Organization estimates that one-third of the world is well fed, one third is underfed, and one third is starving. Consequently, two thirds of us Americans have a problem with weight.�


Weíre rich. You may not think so. But the statistical abstract indicates that half of American households owned stocks and mutual funds in 2005 in a world where 1 in 6 people lives on less than $1.00 a day. The average Americanís net worth amounted to $144,000 in the year 2000, which is more than 100 times higher than the average Indian or Indonesian, for example, whose total assets averaged $1,100 and $1,400 respectively. According to some estimates, it would take about $13 billion to satisfy the worldís yearly sanitation and food requirements�Öthatís the amount of money the people of the United States and the European Union spend annually on perfume.� (Yes, I admit itÖI put on after shave and cologne earlier this morning.) And thatís just $1 billion more than what we are currently expending on the Iraq WarÖin a month!


So, unless the Census Bureau is pulling our legs, we might discover in the U. S. Statistical Abstract of all places that we are the most over-consuming people on the face of the earth. Weíre a culture of stuffed barnsÖor, perhaps more appropriately, stuffed basements, attics & garages. Not to mention the growing number of self-storage facilities.


Stuffed barns. Where have we heard that before? Oh, right. In that text we just heard John Wooding read from Luke, where Jesus takes up the issue of greed and accumulation right after someone asks him to be the mediator in a squabble over the family inheritance.


Jesusí ìParable of the Rich Foolî (as it is frequently called) is a classic tale of the rich getting richer. The rich farmer has a bumper crop year that exceeds his storage capacity, so he decides to build bigger barns to store his blessing away.� In the parable, the rich farmer has apparently acquired his goods through just meansónowhere is he accused of criminality or even greed. He is successful through his wise management and through what he perceives to be God's providence.


But, in the end, God calls him a "fool." He is rich only toward himself, not toward God. He talks only to himself. He lives only for himself, thinking that he is securing his life against the vicissitudes of life through his possessions. For this, the man that we might call a prudent, productive business person Jesus calls a "fool. The farmer was a fool, Jesus implied, because he actually thought that he could secure his life on the basis of his stuff. Get the stuff piled high enough, deep enough, it's a barrier against death and misfortune. And for such thinking, Jesus calls him foolish."�


While Jesusí parable about the rich fool might make many of us in American churches a little uncomfortable, we typically consider him some kind of ultra-rich Donald Trump figure. But heís not. In many ways heís just the Census Bureauís average American when compared to the rest of the world.


The biggest challenge here for me has been to find myself in Jesusí parable. The abundance of my possessions is so subtle and so culturally accepted that it goes largely unnoticed. The tension I face with this text is that itís hard for me to think its message applies to me, particularly. And I can imagine itís perhaps hard for you to think this parable applies to you.


But just consider the number of self-storage facilities around usóthe ìlarger barnsî of our day, if you will. They are a booming business in our country, and have only proliferated in our neighborhoods over the last 10 years or so. If you compare America with the United Kingdom and Australia, we have 10 times as much self-storage space per person as they do!� And I have to confess that Tina and I have had a house full of furniture in a large storage unit in Florida since we sold our home there three years ago.


Let me ask a few questions of me and of you that might help us to see our own bumper-crop realities. When is the last time you could not afford something you needed and not just something you wanted? How many times have you been unable to provide a meal to your families for the day? Have you ever struggled to buy a gift for someone who seems to have everything? Or have you ever caught yourself being envious of the nicer car, bigger home or more stylish clothes of someone else when you arenít lacking any of those things? (And may I refer you to the insert in the bulletin this morning that raises additional reflections and questions for usÖit is appended to the end of this Message.)


A lot of our storing up of treasures starts in our keeping up with the Joneses. We must choose to reject comparisons that lead to desires for the newer and nicer. This is what Jesus is warning against when he says to ìBe on your guard against all kinds of greedî (v. 15). He knows the appetite for more is subtle, so he says be intentional in looking out for it.�


Then he told them a parable. What I am about to share with you is an old, old story. So why would I retell it this morning? Because it really fits this text, and perhaps youíre among a few who have  never heard it before. Hereís one version of this contemporary parable that I have been given:


An interesting system has been used for capturing monkeys in the jungles of Africa. The goal is to take the monkeys alive and unharmed for shipment to zoos in America.


In an extremely humane way, the captors use heavy bottles, with long narrow necks, into which they deposit a handful of sweet-smelling nuts. The bottles are dropped on the jungle floor, and the captors return the next morning to find a monkey trapped next to each bottle.


How is it accomplished?


The monkey, attracted by the aromatic scent of the nuts, comes to investigate the bottle, grabs for the nuts, and is trapped. The monkey canít take its hand out of the bottle as long itís holding the nuts, but it is unwilling to open its hand and let them go. The bottle is too heavy to carry away, so the monkey is trapped.�


Someone in the crowd said to him, ìTeacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.î But he said to him, ìFriend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?î And he said to them, ìTake care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for oneís life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.î Then he told them a parableÖ


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Lord Jesus, turn us from our sometimes foolish ways and foolhardy lives and draw us into your wisdom. Help us to see all our accumulations as your gracious gifts. Enable us to see our lives as dependent upon you for their significance and sustenance. Lord Jesus, make us wise. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +


Reflections on Luke 12:13-21óThe Parable of the Rich Fool�


The Bible is consistent in the theme that:


ï we are given toóso that we might give to others; 


ï we are blessedóso that we might be a blessing; 


ï we are lovedóso that we might love; 


ï we are reconciledóso that we might reconcile; 


ï we are forgivenóso that we might forgive. 


The problem with greed and accumulation is that rich foolsóthen and nowóforget that blessings are intended to be used to bless others.


Have you ever seen the bumper stickers on peopleís carsóìGod bless Americaî? Thatís patriotic, but the massive implicit oversight is that God already has blessed America! Itís like, what are we asking for here? When we look at our reality against the reality of the world around us, we realize how much we are the farmers building bigger barns. Instead of asking God to bless America, we need to ask how America can be a blessing to the worldÖthrough our choices.


So to be practical, here are some possible antidotes to accumulation:


ï Go through your closets and drawers once a year. If you didnít wear a piece of clothing that year, give it away. What three things could you give away this week?


ï Consider shared ownership of possessions with your neighbors. There are tons of things we own that we donít need exclusive use of. Do two homes need two lawn mowers? Sharing possession combats accumulation and builds relationships with the lost.


ï Journal a list of all the things you need to live and another list of things you want for your life. Commit to purchasing only from the need list for the rest of the year.


ï Make a list of your monthly budget categories in order of amounts spent on each. Look at how your charitable giving compares with your accumulation line items ó clothing, eating out, entertainment, grooming, hobbies, etc. Does the order need to change?


ï For the next month, every time you appreciate something that somebody else has, stop to pray for your own contentment with how you have been blessed.


ï Donít rent a storage unit. If you have one, consolidate to only what you can fit in your home.


ï Christmas shopping starts again in three months. Declare a tight price limit on family presents, go with a no-gift Christmas, or spend as much sponsoring a local shelter as you do on gifts.
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