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A Foolish Financial Genius
Luke 12:13-21

I want to begin today with what may seem an odd statement, but it’s one that is the very heart of Christian stewardship:  Jesus wasn’t a fund-raiser.  He talked about money a lot, as you have surely heard, but he didn’t do that because he wanted people to give to any particular cause.  No, Jesus talked about money because he cares about us, and because he cares about us, he cares about what we do with our money.  But, that said, Jesus wasn’t a fund-raiser.

The Bible is filled with stories to illustrate this:  Jesus telling a rich man to give his money to the poor; Jesus prompting wealthy Zacchaeus to become a generous benefactor.  While it could sound as if Jesus has it in for rich people in these stories, that is simply not the case.  No, Jesus is concerned about the quality of their lives and, specifically, about the quality of their hearts.  Jesus knows that what such people do with the things that they treasure determines the condition of their hearts.  In fact, it determines what sort of people they will ultimately become.

When Jesus announces in his sermon on the mount that “where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” he is hitting what is really the theme of all of his talk about money.  It’s your heart—my heart—that he cares about, and he wants our hearts to be wholly committed, undividedly given, to God.  And so, when he talks about money, his point isn’t that how we spend our money reveals what sort of people we are, but that how we spend our money determines what sort of people we become.
Just off the Virginia portion of the Blue Ridge Parkway is the site of the old family farm.  It had been in the family for one hundred years at the time of Aunt Lynne’s death.  She was the last one to live on the farm.  She had never married, and had for the last few years lived alone in the huge farmhouse which was the symbol of our family.
The house was a treasure trove of history:  an old pump organ ordered from the Sears Catalog; spinning wheels; musical instruments made from the trees on the farm and shaped by their own hands.  There was more history in that house than anyone could have ever dreamed.  But the house wasn’t just filled with antiques; it was alive with memories.  And Aunt Lynne wouldn’t let anything out of her sight because she wanted the whole family to enjoy the fruits of their labor.

When Aunt Lynne died, she left everything to two of her nephews.  The land, the houses, and everything in them were given to the two men.  She did this because she thought they would carry on her tradition.  She thought they would keep everything in the family, and more than that, that they would keep everything in the old farm house that was the symbol of our family.

But that didn’t happen.  As soon as they could manage it, they sold everything in the house to an antique dealer.  They sold all the hand made quilts for which Aunt Lynne was famous; they sold picture frames with the pictures of family members still in them.  Then they did the unthinkable—they put the family farm up for sale.

As the news of what they were doing began to spread through the family, we were all shocked.  It was one thing to sell everything.  It was something far different to do so without seeing if there were things that others in the family may have wanted—even if they would have to buy them.  And it wasn’t greed on the part of the rest of the family.  They weren’t upset—as far as I knew—that the two had been left everything to begin with.  It was what they did with it.  The two lived as if they were alone, as if nothing mattered but their own wealth and security, and, in doing so, they viewed everybody else as mere objects.
Now I want to be clear:  the two men did nothing at all illegal.  They had been left the property and could do with it as they pleased.  It’s just that they did it all without thinking of anyone but themselves, as if they were alone.  In other words, they threw a party for themselves.

You know what Jesus called that kind of person, don’t you?  A fool.

A man comes up to Jesus and says, “Divide the family inheritance.”  It sounds like such a simple request.  But Jesus knows that there’s nothing simple about it, because it is at the center a question of greed.  “Give me my fair share.”

There’s the problem.  Whenever greed rears its head, “me” becomes the most important thing in life, and we begin to live as if we’re alone.  You can hear it in the man’s words from the parable.  It is one long stream of self-indulgence, of me-ology at its finest.  “I’ll build.  I’ll eat; I’ll drink; I’ll be merry.  I’ll throw myself a huge party, and I’ll be the only guest.”
“I’ll sell everything, make my money, and get out.”  Greed always pushes us forward—but we go alone.  It reminds me of what Rockefeller said when someone asked him how much money was enough.  His reply is classic—“Just a little bit more.”

In Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the Pardoner tells a story about greed.  Three men find a chest full of gold.  One of them goes to town to bring back bread and wine for supper.  While he is away, the other two plot to kill him, so that they can have a bigger share of the treasure.  When he arrives, they carry out their plan.  But what they didn’t know is that the man had poisoned the wine, which they then drank and died.  All three lay dead beside their treasure; they had been killed by greed.
Though we probably wouldn’t go to that extreme, greed does push us into some strange activities, activities which go against our better judgment.  Greed makes us do some unusual things, and it hardens or closes our hearts.
When my brother and I were younger, we developed a strange habit.  We used to iron our money.  We would take all of our tens and ones and fives and iron them—every last one of them—until every wrinkle was gone and they looked brand new.

While we stopped doing that long ago, in some ways many of us still iron our money, are still obsessed with it.  We count every last penny, trying to make sure that we’ll have enough.  We save, save, save, or spend, spend, spend.  We keep thinking that in our wealth or in our possessions we’ll find security.  We look for bigger and better jobs, bigger and better houses, and bigger and better cars.  And when someone asks us “how much is enough” our lives simply scream out the answer, “Just a little bit more.”

Fools!  That’s what Jesus calls us.  Who are the fools?  We’re the ones who buy into the lies that Greed tells us.  Greed tells us a bunch of lies, and you may have been seduced to believe some of them.  They are lies that sound like these:
 “You’ll find your security in wealth, not in God.”

“Your worth as a person is measured by what you own or how much you make per year.”

“What you do with your money doesn’t matter; you don’t need to give; you need to put yourself first.”

Against the backdrop of these lies, Jesus speaks a word we need to hear:  “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”

So what does Jesus think life consists of?  A heart completely given to God, which opens us to the possibility of loving others.  And, as Jesus makes clear time and time again, our heart will be where our treasure is.  It’s as if Jesus is saying to us, “Give your money—and your time and your talent—where you want your heart to be, and let your heart catch up.  Don’t just give to things you care about.  Give to things that you want to care about.  Don’t decide the amount of your giving by how much you care, but by how much you want to care.”

So today, as you offer your commitment to the ministry of this congregation for the coming year, may this thought guide you:  “When you consider the blessings of God that pour forth freely in this place, and you consider how to give in response to those blessings, just put your treasure where you want your heart to be, and, Jesus promises, your heart will go there.”
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