The bad news about greed
Text: Luke 12: 13 – 21

Sermon by Barry Jones
Introduction:

There is an entry in John Wesley’s Journal which reads; “I met a man today who told me he desires only to live thirty years longer; ten to hunt, ten to get money and ten to repent.”  Wesley concluded his entry with these words; “O that God may not say to him. You fool, this night you will die!”

In our Gospel reading this morning we heard Jesus describing an equally foolish person.
Before we explore this parable. Let’s note the features of parabolic teaching used by Jesus. This might help us to focus on the central issue that parable is focusing on rather than be distracted by some of the side issues.

C.H. Dodd the celebrated New Testament scholar says that; “At its simplest the parable is a word picture drawn from nature or common life, arresting its hearers by its vividness or strangeness and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought.”
It is easy to understand why parables are not used by speakers who wish to control their listeners by telling them exactly that to think and what to do. In parable, control is lost and participation gained because parables must be interpreted. 
So parables are not for those who wanted to be told what to believe. Neither are they for the lazy who want others to do their thinking for them!

Parables are somewhat elusive, revealing and yet concealing, always drawing something from the listener, asking for an interpretation.

John Dominic Crossan says that Jesus’ parables functioned to subvert the world of his hearers. They sought to unnerve people and pose the question, “What if God doesn’t play the game by our rules?”
What provoked Jesus to tell the parable of the rich fool? According to Luke, a man asked Jesus to tell his brother to divide with him the property their father had left. Jesus is very blunt in his reply.” Who gave me the right to judge or divide the property between you to?”  As a teacher of moral wisdom Jesus wasn’t interested in disputes over the division of a deceased estate. His words to the aggrieved brother revealed where his interest lay. He told the man there was a greater gain than getting an inheritance, and a greater loss than losing one. “Watch out and guard yourselves from every kind of greed; because a person’s true wealth life is not made up of the things he owns, no matter how rich he might be.”
There are a couple of things about this parable we should carefully note;

Firstly, Jesus was not anti-possessions. His indictment of the rich farmer was not because he was wealthy, but because he was self-centred and greedy. Wealth and greed are not always synonymous. Take for example, Bill Gates the founder of the Microsoft computer programme company. He is reputedly the world’s richest person. He and his wife have set up the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. To date the Foundation has contributed more than US$7.8 billion to support global health efforts in three priority areas; Discovery – development and delivery. Wealth and greed are not necessarily synonymous!
Secondly, though Jesus is anti- greed he is pro-life! His negativity towards greed is an expression of the value he places on a full and wholesome life. “Guard yourself from every kind of greed, because a person’s true life is not made up of the things they own, not matter how rich they might be.” 
Hugh Martin commenting on this parable says that the point Jesus was trying to communicate was “People are what they are, not what they have!” Hugh Martin argues that the parable focuses on what the man’s greed made him forget. He remembered his own interests, but there was so much more that he forgot.

# He forgot the interests of others. He had no interest in the needs of his workers, those who had worked hard to turn his produce into money! There was nothing of the Bill and Melinda Gates about this person.

# He forgot that his life span was not his to control. There was no guarantee that he would have “ten years to hunt, ten years to make money and ten years to repent.” 
Remember what C. H. Dodd said about the parables of Jesus. “They tease the mind into active thought.”  What is punch line in the parable that get’s the mind thinking and reflecting? ”A person’s true life is not made up of the things that they own, no matter how rich they might be.”

How does greed distort our character and personality?
# Greed is an expression of self-centredness. 

A well integrated person thinks of others as well as themselves. Sandu Sardu Singh was a devout Indian Christian. He once was crossing a high mountain pass in the company of another man. They were overtaken by a blizzard and they struggled to make it to the next hut to find shelter from the driving wind and snow. Suddenly both men stumbled over an obstacle on the narrow path. They discovered it was another traveller who had been overcome by the freezing conditions. Sandu Sardu Singh asked his companion to help him lift the man to his feet. But he refused saying that he would hold them back and they too could perish in the storm. With that he strode ahead by himself. Sandu lifted the weakened traveller onto his back and proceeded on towards the hut. Finally Sandu could see the lights of the hut ahead of him. As he struggled carrying the exhausted traveller, he tripped on something lying on the path. It was his travelling companion. He was frozen dead. Sandu realised that the exertion of carrying the weakened traveller had generated enough warmth for them both to survive. He reflected on the words of Jesus. “Whoever wants to save his own life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
# Greed is insatiable.
 The more one has the more one wants more. You might remember Imelda Marcos, wife of the General Ferdinand Marcos, one time political head of the Philippines. She was reported to have owned several thousand pairs of shoes, while a great number of Philippino people lived in abject poverty!
Within Islam there has been preserved a saying attributed to Jesus. “Whoever craves wealth is like a man who drinks sea water; the more he drinks the more he increases his thirst, and he ceases not to drink until he perishes.”

# Greed paradoxically can generate anxiety rather than curb it.

One of the Chinese Emperors who lived in the ‘Forbidden City’ in Beijing was so fearful that robbers would dig their way under the walls and steal his treasure that he had seven layers of tiles laid. His wealth had made him vulnerable to anxiety. So greed is deceptive. It promises a security that it cannot deliver!
# Greed can make us blind as to how wealth is generated.
During the height of the Vietnam War several mainline Churches in the United States sold their shares in the huge manufacturing company Dow Chemicals. They did so because Dow Chemicals manufactured napalm the indicendiary jelly that was being dropped on North Vietnamese troops and civilians.

# Greed is an exacting taskmaster.
One astute commentator has pointed out that in the parable it wasn’t God who demanded the life of the rich fool, it was his greed! God doesn’t say, “This very night I demand your life of you. No, God says, “This very night you life is being demanded of you.”  What if instead of God, the rich man’s barns are demanding his life?
How can this happen? A greedy accumulation of wealth is a demanding business. It can end up taking up the  whole of our  life.

When we attempt to find our lives by enslaving ourselves to our possessions, we wind up dead – not because God turns away from us, but because we empty ourselves of all that makes us a healthy and a wholesome person.

G. William Jones tells this modern parable. “Just around the corner.” It is a sobering reminder not to miss the point of living.
Eddie stood in his front yard and watched the big boys walking to school. “When I get to be five I’ll go to school and it will be very nice,” he said.

But when Eddie got to be five and did go to school, it wasn’t all that nice.
“When I go to High School it’ll be keen, Eddie said, dreaming of being a rugby star, driving his own car and having big muscles under his sweat shirt.

But when Ed got to High School, things didn’t work out the way he planned.

“When I get out of this dumb place,” he said with disgust, “I’m going to University where they treat you like an adult. It won’t be boring and the girls are too mature to care whether or not you are a rugby star.

The University didn’t quite work out the way Ed planned either.
“Well, he said, “life is really going to begin when I graduate, get a new job and have my own flat.”

But life didn’t seem to get started too well, even when he found a pretty good job and had a much too expensive flat all to himself.

“I’m so lonely,” he said, "That’s what’s wrong. Just about everything that’s wrong with my life now would be solved if I had a good wife.”

Marriage didn’t solve a lot of Ed’s problems. He dreamed of getting a promotion that would solve all his money problems.

But when he did finally get the promotion, the bigger income was soon swallowed up in bigger bills, and he was under just as much financial strain as before. With his new responsibilities at work he was under even greater psychological pressure. No life didn’t make his life happen.
“Life will be wonderful,” Ed mused as he looked searchingly at his grayling hair in the mirror, “when I retire. I’ll still be relatively young and I can fish and hunt – be free of responsibilities.”

Edward retired. He was out in his new boat one day heading for a spot where the motel manager had assured him he would have no trouble catching a fine trout.
“All my life I’ve been looking for happiness and contentment,” he though as the boat slid across the water. “When I get used to this retirement way of life, I think its going to be finally great! Now for the first time, I feel that life – real living – is just around the corner!”

With a searing pain in his chest, Edward turned that corner. And there it was, waiting for him. No, not life – death.

With that he dropped the whole matter.

