Trinity 9  Col.3.1-11,  Luke 12.13-21

Risks and Certainties
 

I saw an interesting programme on television a while ago about modern day finances and the attitude we all take towards certain possibilities and probabilities.  The programme was made by a chap who was very down to earth and practical, and he was very worried by the attitude of young people towards risk.
 

I'd never really thought of it like this, but he went out into the streets and asked some of the younger passers-by two simple questions.  Firstly, was their mobile phone insured, and secondly, did they have a pension plan?  Most had insured their phone, few had any pension provision.  He then followed up his original questions with another, 'Is losing your phone a possibility or a certainty, and is growing old a certainty or a possibility?
 

The point he was trying to make, and I hadn't seen it coming myself even though it's so obvious, is that we often put quite a lot of effort into worrying about things that might never happen whilst ignoring things that almost certainly will.  Mark Twain once said that he'd had a life full of disasters, most of which had never happened.
 

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul was saying much the same thing to a church that had begun to lose it's way again.  "Since you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, not on earthly things. Put to death whatever belongs to your earthly nature. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these."  In other words, 'You now know the certainty of Christ and that knowledge should change the way you look at earthly, or temporary, things.  Don't get bogged down in earthly matters, which come and go, and change so quickly, when there are more important and eternal issues at stake.'  As my television presenter might have put it, 'Where does the greatest reality lie, and are you living appropriately?'
 

The parable we've heard in Luke is a classic example of someone who came unstuck because he completely misjudged the risks he faced.  You might commend him for trying so hard to save up for a pension, but I'm not talking about the certainty of growing old, I'm talking about the certainty of dying and meeting our maker.
 

The rich man thought he was in control of his life and all that surrounded him, and he thought that he could reduce any risks he faced by storing up his wealth.  Jesus taught that the kingdom of God is about God's sovereignty, about his being in control.  The parable isn't just about a man who failed to see what he should do with his wealth - it's also about a man who failed to see where it came from in the first place.  He thought he was in control of the script but suddenly God burst into the story (and it's the only parable where God actually speaks) and the man was completely out of control - he'd misunderstood the reality and the risks.
 

In the parable of the wise and foolish virgins, the foolish ones made a similar misjudgement.  They looked at the effort involved in preparing for something they might not need, they looked at the risk of running out of oil, and they looked at the risk of missing the bridegroom - but the one certainty implied in the telling of that parable was the coming of the bridegroom.  The wise virgins had adjusted their actions around that one certainty, the foolish ones thought the effort would be wasted.
 

Much of the Bible teaches about the certainty of death and our meeting with God - and just as much of it, if not more, teaches about the uncertainty of wealth, friendships, national sovereignty, power and authority, health, jobs and status, and even bridges.  All these things are spoken of in terms of being transitory and unreliable.
 

One of the first exercises Michael had to do at school when he started with the Cadets was to put some camouflage cream on and go and hide.  He did this with a gang of friends but he was the only one of them not to be found.  Why?  Because he hid in a tree and nobody thought to look up.  Everyone had their eyes set on things below, not on things above - and it's something we all do.  We base too much of what we do on the things we can easily see and that more obviously get in our way - but the heavenly things are more real, more certain, even if sometimes harder to detect.
 

As many of you know, I was away sailing the week before last, and someone asked me this week about the opportunities for prayer on board - assuming that they would be few and far between.  The truth is, I have found prayer much easier at sea - not because of the desperate situations you get into, but because of the simplicity of life.  I won't tell you how many days and nights it's possible to wear the same pair of socks for, but an uncluttered life has so much more space for God in it.  It's easy to be more heavenly minded when there are fewer earthly cares and distractions - not in terms of having more free time, but in terms of simply having less clutter.
 

Most people in Jesus' day had little more than the very basics in reserve - one spare tunic, little food and virtually no savings.  For nearly everyone, life was lived on a knife's edge and with much less certainty than we have today.  But if even then, they could be distracted by worldly things, think how much more of a danger it is for us today when we have grown so confident of our abilities and so obsessed with trivia.
 

Both the Old and the New Testaments start by pointing out that God has always been here - from the beginning.  In the letter to the Hebrews (13:8), Jesus is described as, "the same yesterday and today and for ever."  There's a given-ness in God, a solid reliability and certainty around him.  In talking about us, the picture is a bit different (Ps 103:15), "As for man, his days are like grass , he flourishes like a flower of the field; the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more."
 

The point I'm trying to make is not that we should be scared into converting because of the inevitability of death (there's no love in that), but I want us all to live by the realities we face, basing what we say and do and think more on what's true than on what's imagined or what might be rather than what is.
 

For Paul looking at the Colossian church, and for Jesus telling this parable, it must have been like watching people leave home in the rain without taking an umbrella, or going out into the freezing cold with just a T-shirt on - their actions were just completely inappropriate to the truth around them.
 

I know we have to eat, and have jobs, go to school, and buy clothes, and all these things - but the first certainty we face every morning is not the inevitability of going to work or having breakfast or seeing family, it's God.  As St Paul said, "Christ is all, and is in all."
 

Some famous business guru once said that you should never set people targets, they only make things worse because if you measure what people do, they only do what you measure.  Today, we're obsessed with targets and goals and it's made us far too earth bound - we're so busy doing what everyone's watching us do that we haven't got anything left to give to what counts.  In the church, every vicar I know says they spend more time doing what people are watching them do than what they believe God has called them to do.  That's not a complaint, it's just the way we vicars fail.  You will all fall foul in your own particular way too.
 

If we're not busy meeting targets for growth, profit, grades, and waiting lists, we're being measured for obesity, good looks, image, coolness and so on - it's all so transitory but such a huge distraction.  We're not all storing wealth in bigger and bigger barns, but we are all distracted by a worldly call to do this that and the other - but it's only the word of the Lord that stands forever.
 

When you wake up tomorrow, look at the certainties and the uncertainties you live by.  In fact, the only certainty you live by is that, 'Christ is all and is in all.'  We all need to remember that before we get bogged down in all the things that might never happen.
 

"Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own."  (Matt 6:19-7:1).
