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Money
Luke 12:13-21

Between my first and second years of Divinity School, I did my field education at a two-point

charge just outside of Charlotte. For the first six weeks, I stayed with one family and was lent

a Chevrolet Corvair, made famous and notorious for the book, Unsafe at Any Speed. I was a

poster child for that book.

It used almost as much oil as it did gasoline, the speedometer did not work and once it decided

just to spin out on the Interstate. It stayed on its feet, but spun around three times, [evidently

the car was honoring the Trinity!] but fortunately did not tip over. 

But then for my second six weeks, I got to stay with a family at the other church. They were

rich, incredibly wealthy, in fact. Everyone in the family, except the dog, had a car of his or her

own. The Corvair now a discarded memory, they decided to lend me one of their cars. It came

down to a Mercury Cougar or some sort of Mercedes. With apologies, they decided the brand

new Cougar would be more appropriate for me. I didn’t mind; my own vehicle in those days

was a Schwinn Bicycle, and not even a ten-speed, just five. 

But it’s not the Cougar I remember or the mansion in which the family lived. It was what the

mother of those three children said to me one day. She said, “My husband and I are incredibly

happy. We started out married life in a little house, with a dirt floor,  in the middle of a tobacco

field. But you know what? We are no happier now than we were then.”

As I think about it, what they had when they first got married was more than enough for them

to be happy, to feel blessed. They were devoted to Jesus Christ and to each other and when the

children came along, they were devoted to them as well. Don’t get me wrong; they appreciated

having money and were able to do nice things with their money: they took great vacations, and

yes did have a magnificent house, and indeed had a spare Cougar lying around. 
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But their money did not define them. They were generous to charity and to the church; they

were generous in sharing what they had with others. And lest you think they were perfect, they

did insist that I sit with them and shell green beans, or whatever it is you do with green beans,

one afternoon!

The couple was devoted to each other and to Jesus Christ. Their three children were anything

but spoiled. And although they never talked about their riches, I surmise that this was their

attitude: they believed themselves to be  entrusted with their riches, but not entitled. And

when they counted the blessings that God had given to them, it was never a case that God

blessed them with money because they were special to Him; it was that God blessed them with

a sense of happiness and blessedness even in the dirt-floor shack, because He loved them so

much. 

And folks, a Christian attitude about money neither hates money nor lusts after money; a

Christian puts money in its proper place. A Christian understands what money can buy and

what money cannot buy.

Our difficulty is, our society confuses the two. We are constantly bombarded with messages

that tell us happiness is just one more purchase away. There’s a reason McDonald’s calls them

Happy Meals. And did you ever notice that shoe commercials, for instance, Nike, never talk

about the quality of the shoe, its function, its design? No it is all about image: if you purchase

this shoe, you will indeed enter the pantheon of famous athletes, all it takes is the hundred

bucks and more. 

But guess what? You put on those expensive shoes, and you still have the same feet. And you

still won’t be able to dunk a basketball, unless they put the baskets down to six feet. 

Now this is nothing new. The story of King Midas is 2700 years old. About a king who wanted

gold and more gold and his dreams came true when everything he touched turned to gold. Even

when his food turned to gold, that was OK. It was only when he touched his daughter, and she
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ceased to live and became a valuable, lifeless statue, that he saw his folly. 

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism put it like this, paraphrasing just a little:  We ought to

gain all we can, except for this: we ought not to gain money at the expense of our life. His message is

often condensed as this: Gain all you can, save all you can, give all you can. That is, there is no

magic answer to the use of money, except, as I said before, to let God have a say in it. If we

keep all we have, we become miserable misers; if we are spendthrifts, living large with no

thought of tomorrow, well those particular chickens will come home to roost one day.

Or we can put it like this: if you come to the end of your working life, and have an incredible

amount of money in the bank, but never once took a vacation with your family and never once

gave any money away to help someone or a church or a cause, then you have not done well with

your money. On the other hand, if you spent all your earnings and then some on wonderful

vacations every year, but then come retirement you rely completely on Social Security, you just

might be disappointed. 

 More than that, there is a dark, dark side to trusting money to purchase blessing and happiness.

And that is debt. Now debt is not in and of itself evil. It’s the way we use it that can lead down

a difficult path. Good debt might be considered debt that is used in service of a higher purpose:

a church might go in debt to build new facilities better to minister to the community and

understand that if it waits until all the money is collected beforehand, why then ten years have

gone by and besides by then construction costs have gone up. In our lives, debt for education

and debt for a house can make sense. And certainly debt to pay for an operation is good debt,

providing it is an operation to cure a condition and not one simply help you better conform to

our society’s sense of beauty. 

But we Americans take on bad debt. Debt just to get more and more stuff. When I meet with

couples planning a marriage, one thing I tell them is this: the pain of debt is always greater

than the pleasure of possessions. 
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I think the United Nations defines poverty as living on less than two dollars a day. We who live

in America are rich, incredibly rich. But we sometimes forget the difference between needs and

wants, between desires and necessities. I actually have folks in the community who come to me

asking for help to pay their cable or satellite TV bill. I did not grow up in poverty, but then

again I grew up without a television. And I survived. 

Here’s a radical proposition: if you can’t afford it, do without. 

In our Scripture today, a man wants to use Jesus as an ally in receiving more money, money in

fact to which he is evidently entitled. And in those days, respected teachers, of which Jesus is

one, were often used to settle disputes.

But Jesus will have none of it. He refuses to arbitrate who gets what. Or we can put it this way:

how sad it is when we ask Jesus for money, when what he wants to give us is of incredibly more

value.

And I think Jesus makes this decision because he wants what is best for the man: and getting

more money is often good, but it is never best. What is best is aligning our lives and our hearts

and our attitudes with Jesus’ concept of happiness and blessing. And that’s why Jesus tells this

parable. 

This parable, by inference, calls the man who asked him for help, a fool. You see, a fool thinks

that more wealth equals more happiness and bigger barns mean more blessing. So, in the

parable,  the rich man is called a fool. But he is not called a fool because he is rich. He is called

a fool because he seeks the abundance of life in his possessions. But a barn full of grain will

not bring love into your life. And a barn full of grain is useful to you only if you are alive to see

it. When we are dead, we will all have the same net worth, after all.

And a barn full of grain will not give your life meaning.  Riches will buy you a better house, but

not a a better life.  
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Or we can put it this way: we Americans tend to judge our abundance by what we have in the

bank; Jesus invites us to judge our abundance by what we have in our heart.

Or we can put it this way: money allows us to buy stuff at a certain price, but the joy of life,

and the blessing of life are  found always not on things worth the price, but are found in

concentrating on what is priceless, such as love, relationship, faith, promise, peace, and

eternity. 

Or we can put it this way: Cougars are worth more than Corvairs, and mansions are worth

more than dirt floored houses in a tobacco field, but nothing is worth as much as a living,

caring, healthy relationship with those we love, and nothing is worth as much as a genuine

relationship with Jesus Christ, who offers a peace and an abundance and an eternity that simply

cannot be purchased.  Amen. 
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