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The Blessing of Discomfort
Luke 12:31-21; 2 Corinthians 5:16-21

“Well, Jesus, you’ve done it again!” I can imagine some in the crowd
saying as they heard him tell this parable. “You’ve left preachin’ and gone to
meddlin’!” 

Jesus was already on quite a roll that day.  He had taught his disciples
about prayer and other spiritual matters in this series of teachings which is
Luke’s version of Matthew’s kinder, gentler Sermon on the Mount.  But he
also had some harsh words for the Pharisees, warnings about demons, and
woes for the hypocrites among them. So when the man from the crowd called
out his demand that Jesus settle a dispute over the family inheritance, he did
not choose his moment well, and Jesus was clearly irritated by it.  Jesus
shoots back a terse response: “What makes you think I can be the judge in
such a matter?” And then, when Jesus turns to address the crowd, he warns
them about greed and tells them a parable about a foolish and greedy man.

Now, it’s one thing for Jesus to talk about heaven and hell, angels and
demons, and other spiritual things.  But when he starts talking about money,
well . . .  Why did he have to go and start meddling in our personal business?
Surely Jesus knows that we attend to spiritual matters when we come to
church on Sunday and when we pray, but the rest of the week, we have to
deal with practical matters like family disputes and earning a living and saving
for the future.  Why such harsh words for this man or for the rest of us when
all we’re trying to do is make a good and comfortable life?

Several months ago, the nation was taken by storm with the release of
Marie Kondo’s Netflix series Tidying Up, based on her work as an organizing
consultant and her 2014 book with a similar name.  In the television
phenomenon, Kondo helps families whose homes are overrun with clutter and
disorganization to apply the Kondo Method of decluttering. People take their
possessions, one by one, and consider their emotional ties to them.  Her
method is based on the principle that cleaning and organizing things properly
can be a spiritual practice, a teaching from her Shinto faith, which is
concerned with the energy or divine spirit of things and the right way to live. 
In each episode of Tidying Up, it becomes apparent that Kondo is helping
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people not only to get their homes in order, but also to get to the root of deep
and often unhealthy emotional and spiritual issues that have caused them to
have an imbalanced relationship to their possessions: the empty nesters who
are hanging onto reminders of what their family once was, the newlyweds
whose unwillingness to share their space reflects an imbalance of power in
their relationship, the widow who can’t bring herself to let go of any of her
husband’s clothes after many years, or the young couple that has allowed
their children to dictate the state of their home.

Though the spiritual foundation for his teaching is certainly different,
Jesus’ Parable of the Rich Fool gets at some of the same questions and
issues.  We have a tendency to measure our memories, our success, our self-
worth, even our love, in terms of our stuff.  Or, as Jesus also says, we store
up our treasure and place our trust in the wrong things. 

In this parable, Jesus doesn’t say that it bad or wrong to have things or
even to be rich. The man isn’t foolish because he’s rich, but being rich–or
more correctly, giving his possessions top priority and focus–has made him
foolish.  And here, a fool is not simply one who is dim-witted or unwise. 
Biblically speaking, “fool” is a specific and powerful word.  “In the Wisdom
literature of the Old Testament a fool was anyone who fails to notice how the
world works. Fools are the ones who spit into the wind, who saw off the
branch they’re sitting on, who are constantly trying to row their boat against
the current because they simply do not pay attention to how life works. Fools
are also un-teachable. It’s not only that they fail to observe what works and
what doesn’t; fools also refuse to listen when others point these things out.
Fools, the old adage says, are often in error but never in doubt.”1

In this short parable, Jesus establishes that the man is already rich, yet
when his land produces an abundant crop, far more than he could ever need,
he tears down his barns to build new ones big enough to hold the produce.
He also talks to himself alone, perhaps indicating that his self-centered
attitude has left him with no one else to talk to.  Then, in talking to himself, he
addresses his own soul: “And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample
goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry” (Luke 12:19), as if
the primary concern of his soul is ensuring his own physical, emotional, and
economic comfort.

Are you comfortable?  Though I certainly hope that the temperature is
just right for you, the pew cushion is soft enough, and your shoes aren’t

1Scott Hoezee, Sermon Starters, Proper 13C. From Calvin Theological Seminary’s Center for Excellence in
Preaching.  https://cep.calvinseminary.edu/sermon-starters/proper-13c-2/
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hurting your feet, you can imagine that since I’m asking this question in the
context of today’s parable, I’m not really asking about your physical comfort.
Yes, I admit: It’s a loaded question.  What I’m really asking is, “Are you too
comfortable?”

Lakeside’s study groups recently discussed Sarah Stewart Holland and
Beth Silvers’ book I Think You’re Wrong (But I’m Listening).  In its call for us
to seek deeper understanding and respect for one another, the book spends
an entire chapter discussing the ways Americans will do just about anything
to avoid discomfort.  Yes, we want physical comforts like the perfect
temperature and soft clothing, but the tendency also extends, they say,  to our
emotional, social, intellectual, and spiritual lives.  We prefer sitcoms that
resolve every tension or problem neatly in a half hour. We avoid situations
where we have to confront difficult questions, are pushed to expand our
thinking, or spend too much time with people who don’t look or speak or think
like us. We don’t like to be in situations that are unfamiliar, where we are in
the minority, or where our assumptions and prejudices are challenged.  In
short, we do everything we can to protect our comfort and avoid feeling
uncomfortable.

Perhaps we can chuckle at a man who talks to himself and tears down
his barns to make room to store things he doesn’t even need.  Or maybe we
feel superior to or sorry for people who can barely exist in homes that are
overrun because they hoard things out of unmanageable emotions or
irrational fears.  But the power in these stories–in fact, the power in all of
Jesus’ parables–is where they brush up against our own realities, touch our
own nerves, and cause us to become uncomfortable.
 

Let’s face it: As 21st-century Westerners, we ARE the man in Jesus’
parable, aren’t we?  We are the ones who have swallowed whole the
message that bigger is better, more will make us happier, and we are to be
congratulated for our large homes full of things we don’t need and hardly ever
use.  The lifestyle we have embraced often leaves us worn out and stressed
out, wondering why we don’t have time for people we love or money for things
that really matter.  But isn’t it intriguing to see the places where the
foolishness of these habits is being called into question? 

In the 2016 film, “Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important
Things,” Director Matt D’Avella tells the stories of Joshua Fields Millburn,
Ryan Nicodemus, and others who have rejected our cultural trends of working
longer and harder in order to accumulate more but never being satisfied, and
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instead have embraced a philosophy that less is more and simpler is better.2

In example after example, the film shows people who came to the realization
that they were working more to buy more, only to have to move into bigger
houses to accommodate their stuff, causing them to have to work even more
to afford the bigger house where they hardly spent any time because they
were always working.  This cycle left them stressed, empty, and tired and
caused their peace of mind and relationships to people to take a back seat to
their relationship to their possessions.  They realized their priorities were
mixed up, their relationships were suffering, and their lives were out of
balance.  Much like the rich fool in the parable, they possessed a lot of stuff
but lacked wisdom and balance in keeping it in the proper perspective.

In the past few years, we can cite a number of trends–from tiny houses
to decluttering shows to efforts to repurpose and recycle more–that tout the
financial, social, emotional, and even environmental benefits of gaining control
and perspective over the material things in our lives.  But more than 2,000
years ago, Jesus was already warning his followers of the spiritual dangers
of such foolishness: When we store up treasures for ourselves but are not rich
toward God, our lives are out of focus, our relationships with one another and
with God suffer, and our souls are dying. Jesus lived and taught these truths
throughout his life and ministry and called his followers to embrace them, too:
We cannot serve God and money; the root of evil is the love of money; where
our treasure is, there our heart will be also; when our focus is on ourselves
and our own wants, we fail to see the need and suffering around us and to
recognize the face of God in the neighbors beside us.  

In one of its ugliest and most damaging forms, this type of thinking not
only ignores the needs of others but also blames them for their suffering. We
say or think things like, “If they had more faith, they wouldn’t have gotten
sick,”   “If they only worked harder, they wouldn’t be poor,” or “If they had
made better choices, they wouldn’t be in the situation they’re in.”   Hear me:
I am not saying that faith, hard work,  good choices, or personal responsibility
are bad things. In fact,  they are good and necessary parts of any human
community or relationship.  Jesus' parables have much to say to us about
what is righteous and edifying and good, about making wise choices and
sound decisions.  But we might be shocked to realize that almost none of it
calls the poor to work harder, the vulnerable and desperate to make better
choices, or the marginalized to take individual responsibility.  When it comes
to the teachings of Jesus, he had far more to say to the religious, the
powerful, the accomplished, the comfortable. When Jesus addressed issues
of priorities and decisions and lifestyles, he was talking to people like us:

2Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things.  Directed by Matt D’Avella. Catalyst Productions, 2016.
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those whose work produces abundantly, whose 401K’s are growing, who
have degrees hanging on our walls and houses full of possessions, those of
who have security and status and comfort.  

Jesus’ words to us are hard because they make us uncomfortable,  and
we don't like to be uncomfortable.  His words push us to think about our own
advantages not as personal achievement but as gracious gifts. He challenges
us to think about the needs of others not as an indication of their
unworthiness but as an opportunity for us to show compassion. We can
choose to ignore Jesus’ words or to become defensive because they sound
too harsh or make us uncomfortable, or we can hear them as a call to do the
hard work of decluttering our material and spiritual houses, of setting our
priorities straight, and, in the words of Paul to the Corinthians, putting off the
old in order to be reconciled to God and become new creations in Christ.  

As Jesus said to the crowds that day, when his sermon about spiritual
things was interrupted by a man too preoccupied with money, we cannot
compartmentalize.  As much as we, in our comfortable lives would like to think
we can, we cannot separate the two.  Our lives do not contain boxes where
we can sort out the spiritual and leave it untouched by our decisions about
how we spend our money, how we use our time, how we treat the people
around us, the policies we support, the people we vote for, or the attitudes
and assumptions we carry about others.  And if this makes us uncomfortable,
I believe Jesus says, “Good!  That is exactly what I meant to do,” because it
is when we become uncomfortable that we may ask hard questions of
ourselves. It is discomfort that causes us to examine our actions and
attitudes, to be mindful of areas that need attention, and to create space for
change. Like exercise that  leaves us with sore muscles, if we are paying
attention to the teachings of Jesus about wealth and power and privilege, they
will cause us to stretch our hearts and minds and souls in ways that will
makes us squirm in our comfortable pews and maybe even get up limping a
bit, but by the grace of God will leave us stronger and more aware and ready
to do the work of becoming new creations in Christ.

On the wall in my kitchen, I have a print created by Laura Tripp Spivey,
the  daughter of Jean and Ronnie Tripp and one of our own Lakeside youth
from just a few years ago. The anonymous quote caught my attention a while
back, and when Laura started doing custom calligraphy, I asked her to create
it for me.  It says, “When you have more than you need, build a longer table,
not a higher fence.”  It is, I believe, a reflection of the teachings of Christ and
a reminder to me every day of the blessings I receive from God’s gracious
hand and my responsibility to be a blessing to others whenever I can.  And I
am often made to feel uncomfortable by it when I realize the ways I fall short
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of Jesus’ teachings every day, when I neglect to invite others to the table,
when I hang onto more than I need for the sake of my own security, when I
become puffed up over my achievements while making assumptions about
those in need, or when I put my trust in things I can control or earn rather than
in the grace God has so freely given. 

When I hear this Parable of the Rich Fool and feel the discomfort it
causes, I have to wonder how much better would the world be if instead of
stepping on or over others in order to climb further up the ladder, we would
take a few extra steps to encourage someone who is struggling just to get off
the ground? What would our communities be like if instead of patting
ourselves on the back for all we've accomplished, we use our hands to reach
out to pull someone else along with us? How much richer would our
experiences be if instead of assuming we are the only ones who have worked
hard, overcome tough circumstances, and earned what we have, we take time
to listen to the stories of others, give thanks for the doors that have been
opened for us along the way, recognize the obstacles that are in some
people's way, and be the one to move those obstacles so that we all move
forward together.  How much fuller would our hearts and souls be if we
opened them enough to realize that ours are not the only valuable
perspectives, the only valid experiences, or the only needed voices.

This is not the way of the world, of any human social or political or
economic system, and walking it will likely cause others to think we are the
foolish ones. But it is the way of Jesus, and he invites us to follow it.  It is the
path to which Jesus calls us, and he urges us to trust in his voice rather than
the messages of greed and self-interest which may lead to temporary success
but which never lead us to the rich and abundant life God has promised.  So
may God bless us with enough discomfort and just enough foolishness to
follow Jesus all the way to new life he offers. Amen.

Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession August 4, 2019

O God who hears us, heals us, loves and restores us, receive the
deepest prayers of our hearts, for it is your mercy that we seek.  We have
awakened again to news of a mass shooting in our land–again, O Lord!  Our
hearts are broken, and we are tired.  We are tired from many days of anxiety,
worn out from challenges and fears around and within us.  We are
overwhelmed by images of bloodshed and suffering in our community and
across the nation. We are frustrated that, day after day, people are killed
senselessly as they go about daily routines, and nothing changes.  We are
angry that those who have the power and influence to affect change lack the
will to do so.  
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We confess, O Lord, that as a people, we are angry and anxious.  We
have lost our direction, and we come now seeking–pleading–for you to lead
us.  Our anger and anxiety spill over into bitter words and hostile attitudes in
our neighborhoods and work places, in our schools and families, and for far
too many, they lead to violence.  We confess that too often we participate in
stoking the fires of anger with our own careless or hurtful words, and even
more often we stand by silently as others ignite hatred and rage with
malicious and threatening words.  In our attempt to keep peace, our silence
allows hatred to go unchallenged, fears to fester, and violence to erupt. 
Forgive us, O God, for speaking when we should be silent, keeping silent
when we should speak, and acting out of cowardice and self-interest rather
than love and compassion. Forgive us for failing to hold our leaders
accountable, for our unwillingness to do the hard work of seeking solutions to
problems like gun violence, racism, and economic injustice. Forgive us for
ignoring the needs of those who are isolated and rejected and afraid.  Forgive
us for any motivation, agenda, interest, or possession we place above our
love for you and our love for our neighbors, for your word tells us this is
idolatry, and in our hearts, we know that we as individuals, and we as a
nation, have sinned. We cry out to you to forgive us, Lord.  We cry out to you
to hear us, heal us, love and restore once again. 

Even as we acknowledge that we are worn out and afraid from the
violence around us and anxiety within us and confess our inadequacy in the
face of these challenges, we also give thanks that in the midst of such pain,
we can rely on your presence to comfort us and your grace to uphold us.  As
quickly as needs are known, you move the hearts of neighbors, friends, and
even strangers to respond with compassion.  Even as pundits crowd the front
pages and airwaves with confusing messages and grim predictions, songs of
peace, words of assurance, and acts of kindness punctuate the din of voices
with glimmers of hope and messages of reconciliation.  Even as we agonize
over solutions or struggle through difficult circumstances, your Spirit nudges
us, fills us, surrounds us, offering peace which passes our understanding and
light to illumine the way out of the wilderness and into your loving presence. 
We thank you, Merciful God, for every good gift which, in troubling days,
sustains our weary minds and bodies and calms our anxious spirits.  Out of
your abundant resources and infinite grace, continue to hear us, heal us, love
and restore us, not only for our own sake, but also and especially for the sake
of the neighbor who depends on our compassion, the stranger who longs for
welcome, our nation in need of peace, and the world in need of the love you
have called us to share.  In the name of Jesus the Christ, who is Love
Incarnate, and by the power of your Holy Spirit who abides with us through all
of life.  Amen.
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