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A Matter of Trust
Ecclesiastes 1-2; Luke 12:13-21

We had been in New York less than 24 hours last week when we
stepped out of the subway, headed to our hotel, and one of the youth said, "I
can't believe we haven't gotten lost yet."  Since I had gone to great lengths at
our orientation meeting last month to reassure the parents and youth that I
have visited New York several dozen times, taken at least half a dozen youth
groups there, know the subway system well, and would never take them into
a neighborhood which I hadn't visited or thoroughly researched, I was, of
course, shocked and dismayed by her doubt.  So I replied, "What?  Don't you
trust me?"

As long as I've been in this line of work, one would think that I would
know better than to ask such a question of a middle-school girl.  The resulting
roll of her eyes and smirk on her face was all the answer I needed!

For most of the kids in our group last week, it was their first trip to New
York, and while visiting the city was exciting for them, I also understand fully
why the sights and sounds and experiences could be daunting, even anxiety
producing, and surely becoming lost was near the top of their list of worries. 

It is common in the human experience that change or uncertainty
produce anxiety.  Anxiety can produce fear, and fear can lead to worry–worry
about issues much greater than taking a wrong turn in an unfamiliar city.

In the twelfth chapter of Luke's Gospel, Jesus was speaking to a crowd
of thousands who had gathered to hear his teaching, telling them of God's
care for them and instructing them not to fear if false accusations were made
against them because of their faith.  In the midst of such an occasion, Luke
records this story:  Read Luke 12:13-21

Jesus' response to the man's question seems unusually harsh, but keep
in mind that Jesus had been talking about having the courage to confess
one's faith even at risk of one's life and reassuring his hearers that those
bringing false charges may have the power to kill the body but did not have
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the authority to judge the soul.  In the middle of this teaching, a man yells out
a question about quarreling with his brother over money.

Now, to be fair to the man, it is understandable why he wanted to ask
this question of Jesus.  With such large crowds gathering to hear his words,
it is clear that Jesus had already established himself as a fair and wise
teacher.  And I'm sure all of us can relate on some level to experiencing
anxiety because of finances.  These worries may not bear the same
consequence as questions of the eternal state of our souls, but the anxieties
are real, nonetheless.    

What Jesus recognizes in the man, indeed what he would likely see in
many of us, is that, while such anxiety is at times warranted, we are often so
preoccupied with worry over our own security that we lose sight of the things
that are most important.  Jesus admonishes the man to guard against greed
and remember that one's life is more than the accumulation of possessions.

A broader look at Luke's writing, both in his Gospel and in Acts, would
show that this is a common theme for Luke.  From Mary's song of God
bringing down the powerful and lifting up the lowly as a part of Jesus' birth
narrative in Luke 1, to the expectations of caring for the poor and sharing
one's goods throughout the book of Acts, it is clear that Luke believes one's
attitude toward and use of  possessions to be indicative of the health of one's
relationships with God and others and of a deeper spiritual reality. 

 Jesus responds to the man's question with a parable about a wealthy
farmer.  The farmer's greed, and resulting hoarding of resources, is a violation
of the law of Moses and the teaching of the prophets.  Such greed shows a
lack of trust in God's provision, puts the gaining and maintaining of material
possessions in the place of God, and shows disregard for the needs of others. 
It is clear throughout the biblical witness that such covetousness is equated
with idolatry, and warnings against it may make us uneasy, but they are many
and they are strong.

We may, however, read this parable and, at first blush, wonder why
Jesus was so hard on the farmer.  He did just what many of us have been
taught by instruction of our elders and example of our culture that we should
do.    He did his job and then reaped the benefits of his hard work.  There's
no indication that he is a dishonest person, acquiring his wealth through the
mistreatment of workers or any criminal act.  He is not portrayed as an evil or
unjust man.  Rather, fertile soil, favorable weather, and perhaps good farming
techniques joined to produce an abundant crop, and the farmer decided to be
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prudent and cautious in the use of his resources.  But the storing away of his
excess is characterized by Jesus as greed.

It seems then that the deeper issue in this parable told by Jesus, is not
just one of  greed itself but also how greed leads to folly.  The farmer is not
storing up food because he's worried about feeding his family or because
there is fear of drought or famine.  Instead, he is storing up more simply for
the sake of having more, even tearing down his barns and building larger
ones to hoard all that he can.  He can't possibly use all that his fields have
produced, so instead of sharing the excess or even selling what he doesn't
need and doing something useful with the money, he simply stores it away. 
And he doesn't indicate that he has found satisfaction in his good, honest
work or joy in having produced enough that he can be generous to others. 
No, he finds security simply in having larger barns that are filled to
overflowing.

   The man is not criticized by Jesus for being unjust or careless.  So, if
he's not any of these things, what is he?  Well-known teacher and preacher
Fred Craddock says, " . . . what is he?  He is a fool . . . .  He lives completely
for himself, he talks to himself, he plans for himself, he congratulates himself. 
And his sudden death proves him to have lived as a fool."1

Rather than understanding his abundance as a gift from God or as an
opportunity to share his blessings with others, the farmer sees his success as
a result of his own achievements and a chance to secure his own comfortable
future.  But what he fails to see is that true security is found not in material
possessions or in our ability to acquire them but in the God who grants such
gifts, in our Creator who molds our lives with his hands and enlivens us with
his very breath.    

We might wonder, when we hear Jesus' parable, if he had the words of
our earlier lesson from Ecclesiastes in mind when he responded to the man's
question about his brother's handling of the family inheritance.  While tradition
attributes the writing of Ecclesiastes to King Solomon, most scholars believe
the historical and literary evidence don't support this theory, and that the
identity of the author, known only as the Teacher or Preacher, is unknown.
  

What we do know is that the Teacher had pondered deeply some of the
same issues addressed here in Jesus' teachings, questions about our causes
of fear and anxiety, questions about priorities and purpose, questions about

1Fred Craddock,  Luke, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching.  (Louisville, John Knox

Press, 1990), 162-63.
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what is most important in life.  We find here beautiful, poetic words, but words
that are filled with despair over the meaninglessness of so much of what fills
our lives.  Most of the things after which we chase, the Teacher
says--possessions and pleasure, work and play, even the wisdom we gain
from our experiences--will be forgotten soon after we are gone, and so are
folly and chasing after wind.  In the end, he says, all we have is to try to
please God and to view whatever joys life may bring as gifts from the hand of
God.  

While it is understandable why someone who reflects so deeply and
intentionally on the meaning of our human existence would find it all difficult
to reconcile, I hope none of us looks at the gift of life and the meaning of it
and reaches these depths of despair.  The pains and frustrations of life may
cause us to doubt, to question the meaning of it all, even to become jaded,
but it is important that even the most guarded and cynical among us find
people and situations in whom we can trust.

It seems to me that the Teacher's despair, then, comes not because the
endeavors over which he has worried and toiled are bad or lack
value–wisdom and pleasure and beautiful things are themselves gifts from
God when given proper priority in our lives.  His despair comes, instead,
because of his realization that all of these are temporary.  He discovers that
he has invested his life laboring for things that are as fleeting as the wind.

In the same way, the farmer's labors were not themselves a negative
thing.  Meaningful work is good and necessary, and in many of his parables,
Jesus holds up our life's labors as fitting metaphors for the work of the
kingdom of God.  Rather, the farmer is called a fool because he has put all his
focus on accumulating material possessions and congratulating himself as if
he is solely responsible for their gain.  He has wrongly understood security as
something he could achieve by his own merit or something to be found in the
accumulation of objects that are also as fleeting as the wind instead of placing
his trust and finding his security in the God who brings the harvest, who stirs
the wind, and who fashions us in his own image.  

Our tendency, too, is to place our trust in these temporary things,
believing that they can bring us security or joy or peace, instead of seeing our
labors and the fruits of them as gifts from God, given for our enjoyment but
also given for us to use in ways that are pleasing to God and in service to
others.  

In another encounter while we were in New York, our group was waiting
at a corner for the light to change when a man dressed in a business suit
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turned around to ask us directions.  "Excuse me," he said, "can you tell me
where to find . . ." He stopped mid-sentence and said, "Oh, no.  You're just
tourists."  It took only a second for him to discern that we were not the most
trustworthy source of information about finding his way around the
neighborhood.  

One of the gifts God offers is the ability to be wise and discerning about
where we place our trust.   The words of Jesus, and those of the Teacher, call
us to place our ultimate trust in the One who has been faithful to the promises
he has made to his people for generations, whose hand grants us every good
gift, including the very gift of this life we enjoy.  

The story goes that a little girl and her father were crossing a high
bridge over a fast-moving river.  The father was worried for his daughter's
safety, so he said, "Sweetheart, please hold my hand so that you won't fall
into the river."  The little girl replied, "No, Daddy, you hold my hand."  A bit
puzzled, the father asked, "What's the difference?"  

"There a big difference," explained the girl.  "If I hold your hand and lose
my balance, chances are I'll panic and let go.  But if you hold my hand, I know
for sure I will never fall because I know you will never let go of my hand."

Today, we gather at this table as a people of faith, as children of the
living God  who has shaped us in his image, who has given himself for us,
who has called us to place our full trust in him.  Instead of the fleeting
possessions and pleasures of this world, we find our security, and even our
lives, in the God whose guidance is sure, in the God who will never let go of
our hand.   Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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Pastoral Prayer August 4, 2013

O God who is the Creator and Sustainer of all that was and is and is to
come, we gather around your table to offer our praise for your many blessings
to us.  You give us life and then fill our lives with an abundance of gifts that
give our days meaning and purpose: work and play which allow us to provide
for ourselves and use our talents and resources for the good of others, the
beauty of your creation which inspires and delights us, friends and family with
whom to share the joys and challenges of this journey, your grace which
sustains us through our moments of celebration and sorrow.  In all
circumstances, O Lord, you have been faithful to your promises made to your
people generations ago yet still spoken clearly and personally for us today:
The promises that you would never leave us and that through your Son Jesus
Christ you would offer the gift of your mercy to all who would receive it.  For
these and all of the gracious gifts which come from your generous hand, we
offer our thanks and praise.

We come, too, O God, seeking your guidance and grace in the daily
demands of our lives and the lives of others.  Too many in our world live in the
midst of violence, unrest and persecution.  For these, O Lord, empower  us
to be messengers of your peace.  Too many in our city suffer because of
poverty, neglect or hopelessness.  For these, O Lord, enable us to offer
compassion.  Too many of our own number struggle because of sickness or
loneliness or worry.  For these, O Lord, inspire us to extend hospitality and
companionship that will bring healing and comfort.  Too many of us live with
fear or insecurity or doubt because of strained relationships, perplexing
circumstances or uncertain futures.  For each of us and all of us, O Lord,
grant us grace enough for this day and hope for all our days to come.

As we join our brothers and sisters in this place and believers of all
times and places to feast at your table, may we be reminded of the wonder
that is ours because we are a people created in your image, the love that is
ours because we are a people redeemed, the joy that is ours because we are
a people who hold the promises of abundant life now and eternal life with you.

In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy
Spirit we make these and all our prayers.  Amen.   
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