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Introduction to Scripture


Today’s reading comes from the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Luke.

------------


You may have heard of the young girl seated with her mother during her first service at a Baptist church. She asked, “Mommy, what does it mean when the pastor takes off his watch and drapes in atop the pulpit before he begins to preach?” Her mother replied, “absolutely nothing, dear, absolutely nothing.” In the same spirit, and with a nod to our congregational forbears, I will employ this sermon timer today. Please let me know when my time has run out.
As I sat down to put thoughts to paper for this yearly service of what we have come to call “Humor Sunday” I was mindful of the homiletic advice offered by that great theologian George Burns: “The secret of a good sermon is to have a good beginning and a good ending; and to have the two as close together as possible.” 

Preachers who fail to heed this sensible advice are liable to find themselves having the sort of conversation I had recently with one of our daughters: “Do you think the congregation agreed with my sermon, honey?” “Sure, Dad, I saw them nodding soon after you’d begun!”

Out of the mouths of babes, they say. But having kids these days is really very helpful, at least to an old codger like myself who went through school at a time when the idea of modern technology was the slide rule. No, kids these days know all about computers and software and how to use email and surf the web and instant message each other. So they don’t make the mistakes their elders are prone to making. 

Like the Minneapolis couple who decided to thaw out during a particularly icy winter recently. They planned to stay at the same hotel where they spent their honeymoon some thirty years earlier.

Because of their hectic lives, it was difficult to coordinate their schedules, so the husband left Minneapolis and flew to Florida on Friday, and his wife was flying down the following day.

The husband checked into the hotel, and unlike years ago, there was a computer in his room, and he decided to send an email to his wife. However, he accidentally left out one letter in her email address, and without noticing his error, sent the email to the wrong address.

Meanwhile, somewhere in Houston, a widow had just returned from her husband’s funeral. He was an ordained minister who had gone to his eternal reward after suffering a heart attack in his sleep.

The widow decided to check her email, expecting messages from relatives and friends. After reading the first message, she screamed and fainted. Her son rushed into the room, found his mother on the floor, and then glanced up at the computer screen which read:

To: My loving wife

Subject: I have arrived!

Dearest Love,

I know you are surprised to hear from me. They have computers here now, and you are allowed to send email to your loved ones. I have just arrived and have checked in. I see that everything has been prepared for your arrival tomorrow, and look forward to seeing you then.

Hope your journey is as uneventful as mine was.

Your loving husband.

P.S. Sure is hot down here!

When I first heard that story I thought of the parable of the rich fool, because the parable has many of the same comedic elements in it, there is the same sort of mix-up, the same sort of misunderstanding – except in the case of the parable, the mix-up has tragic consequences for the rich fool. Much of the comedy in the story of the Minneapolis couple comes from us, the hearers of the story, knowing the full picture. And much of the humor in the parable of the rich fool came from those hearing Jesus tell the story knowing the full picture as well – so the challenge for us modern folks in getting the humor is to see the story with first century eyes.

First, let’s look at the set-up to the parable. Jesus rarely told parables in a vacuum – he used them to respond to specific questions that people had. Today’s reading is no exception. Someone in the crowd is having money trouble, and as is often the case, the trouble revolves around who gets what when the parents die. The problem from the point of view of the speaker, is that he is not getting his rights – and so he wants Jesus to pressure his brother to divide the inheritance. You will recognize this as an age-old variation of  “Daddy, Billy is not sharing his toys with me, make him share!” 

But is that the real problem, and will Jesus pressuring the man’s brother resolve it? Jesus doesn’t think so – Jesus recognizes that the real problem is that the relationship between the man and his brother is broken. Ordering one brother to share the inheritance is a technical fix to what is only a subsidiary problem; if Jesus does what is requested, the man might get what he has requested, the inheritance might be divided, but the relationship would remain broken. What is really needed here is reconciliation. And for reconciliation to happen, each brother needs to learn that there is more to life than possessions; each needs to reach a new understanding of the self. Enter the parable.

The parable opens with what should be no problem at all. A rich man – a man who has enough and then more than enough to meet all his needs -- has land which has produced abundantly. He has not earned the abundance – God gave him the good crop – and he does not need it. So where is the problem?

For Jesus’ peasant followers, enter the humor. The rich man takes no problem and makes it into a problem – “What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?” Note what he does not do – he does not thank God for the abundance. He does not conclude that he is already sufficiently wealthy such that he does not need this additional bounty. He does not think of consulting others about what to do. And, of course, he does not think of the storage space which lies right at hand – in the mouths of the poor and the needy!

Instead, it is all about me and mine. “What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops; I will do this, I will pull down my barns and I will store all my grain and all my goods.” 

Talk about the “Me Generation”! In a society which was community-based, where the leading men of the community would sit at the village gates all day long talking and consulting with each other about everything, where the women would gather in the cool of the evening at the village well to chat about the days events, this supposedly “rich” man is tragically isolated and alone. He has no one to share the joy of the harvest with, no one to discuss his concerns and issues with, no one to help him decide what to do, no one to share his abundance with. He is alone. His only friend is his bank account. 

Blind to his spiritual impoverishment, the rich man knows just what to do – he will put up some huge storage bins to store the crops in, and then he can say to himself, “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.” Yes, that is just the thing to make one happy, that is the essence of the good life.

Oops. Death comes knocking. The Grim Reaper strides up to the door of the Great Accumulator and will not be denied entrance. God comes calling and says, “You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you”. The word translated here as “demanded” is the same word used for calling in a loan. The man’s soul had been on loan from God, just as were the goods and all the abundance he had thought he owned. The rich fool had banked on his storage bins for security, but  in the end they weren’t worth a plugged nickel.

But the Rich Fool’s failure is not yet complete. God says to him, “And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?” Not only you can’t take it with you, but you lived alone, piled it up alone, indulged alone, and died alone – there is no one to leave the riches to, and you do not even know who will win the struggle for ownership of your goods once you are gone.

Beneath the humor, through the humor, Jesus is trying to fix our vision, to open our eyes to see the true nature of reality and what makes for abundant life. Popular wisdom says wealth is earned through individual effort and personal industry; Jesus reminds us that possessions are endowments of a gracious God. Popular wisdom encourages people to ask, “What should I do with what I have earned?”; Jesus calls us to ask instead, “How can I best be a steward of the blessings which have been entrusted to me by God?”. Popular wisdom tells us how to get rich; Jesus focuses on how we use the surplus. Popular wisdom tells us, as the bumper sticker says, “He who dies with the most toys wins” – what you need is a bigger super-yacht than the other billionaires, more gold leaf in your country club than anyone else, more tax deductions than the teacher and firefighter trying to make ends meet.  Jesus gives us the good news that abundant life can never be achieved through the accumulation of surpluses.

And so to return to that grasping brother and his demand that Jesus help him get his inheritance. A mother was preparing pancakes for her sons, Kevin, age 5, and Ryan, age 3. The boys began to argue over who would get the first pancake. Their mother, fresh from a Bible Study where she had studied the parable of the rich fool, saw the opportunity for a moral lesson.
 “If Jesus were sitting here,” she said, “He would say, ‘Let my brother have the first pancake, I can wait.’” 
Kevin, nodding, turned to his younger brother and solemnly said, “Ryan, you be Jesus!”
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