1st August 2010

Endless possibilities
Readings:
Colossians 3

Rules for Holy Living

 1Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

 5Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. 7You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 11Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.

Luke 12:13-21 

The Parable of the Rich Fool

 13Someone in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me." 

 14Jesus replied, "Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?" 15Then he said to them, "Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions."

 16And he told them this parable: "The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. 17He thought to himself, 'What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.'

 18"Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry." '

 20"But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?'

 21"This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God."

Sermon 

I recently came across the story of an old Scottish crofter being asked what difference electricity had made to his life when it became available on his remote part of the islands.  He said it was wonderful - instead of groping around in the dark to light his oil lamp, he could now just flick a switch in order to see what he was doing - as he lit the oil lamp.  He would then turn off the electric light. 

  

I don't think he had quite grasped the point of it all - whilst acknowledging the presence of this new fangled source of power, nevertheless, he remained unchanged by it. 

  

In a slightly different vein, 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 - so 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 was 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.  "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 certainty lie, and are you living appropriately?' 

  

The Scottish crofter had a new power, but never looked towards it to help except for the odd, very brief, moment. 

  

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 saving up for a pension, but I'm not talking about the certainty of growing old, I'm talking about the certainty of what comes after that - and of a retirement plan that is quite literally, out of this world, which beats anything that Tony Hayward might get out of BP (and is also undeserved). 

  

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 about a man who failed to see what he should do with his money - it's also about a man who failed to see how it all came about in the first place.  He thought he was in control of the script but suddenly God burst into the story and the man was completely out of control - he'd misjudged the reality and the risks. 

  

Much of the Bible recognises the certainty of death - and just as much of it, if not more, teaches about the uncertainty of wealth, friendships, power, health, status, and the national football team (just kidding, that bit's not really in the Bible).  All these things are spoken of in terms of being transitory and unreliable - and yet, somehow, they grab our attention so much more easily than the really important stuff. 

  

A couple of weeks ago, the boys and I were able to do a bit of diving, and the one thing you have to check and re-check before you flop over the side of the boat, is your air supply - obviously.  Have you got enough?  Is it being delivered all right?  Are there any leaks?  Breathing is such a natural thing, it's so easy to do, that we never give it a moments thought, we don't run courses on it, we don't have to teach as part of the national curriculum.  But immerse yourself in water, and it's a very different story.  St Paul describes this world as an alien environment - not a bad place, but just a place we are passing through because there is a more natural environment for us in heaven.  The trouble is, we don't see that as easily as we can see the problems that might come if we try to breathe underwater. 

  

CS Lewis wrote, 'The real problem of the Christian life comes where people do not usually look for it.  It comes at the very moment you wake up each morning.  All your wishes and hopes for the day rush at you like wild animals.  And the first job each morning consists simply in shoving them all back; in listening to that other voice.' 

  

Imagine if the first thing you had to do when you woke up each day was to switch on and check your air supply.  We'd pay a lot more attention to it.  If you neglect your breathing, it soon becomes apparent how important it is - and we need to remember that our faith is as important as every breath we take. 

  

The Old Testament Psalms talk of God in terms of being a rock and fortress.  There's a given-ness in God, a solid reliability and certainty around him.  But when talking about us, the language in the Psalms is a bit different (Ps 103:15), "We are like grass, we flourish like a flower of the field; the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more." 

  

And so we must 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.  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, 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 targets, they only make things worse because if you measure what people do, they only do what you measure.  Today, we measure people in all sorts of ways that are not helpful - how much they earn, how thin they are, how many hits on their facebook page they have, how many goals they can score, and so on.  These things have made us far too earth bound - we're so busy doing what everyone's watching us do (what they're measuring) 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 one of the ways we vicars fall down. 

  

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.  Like the Scottish crofter, we should know better.  As St Paul says, we have a new source of power, "Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things - for your life is now hidden with Christ in God." 

  

When you wake up tomorrow, look at the certainties and the uncertainties you live by.  We need to remember those before we get bogged down in all the things that might never happen.  The good news is, we have been released from everything that doesn't matter. 

  

"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."  (Matthew 6:19-7:1).  

RK 

