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Hosea 11:1-11
Luke 12:13-21

For the last five days I was with Linda in Milton, Florida, visiting her mother. Many of you will find the scenario we were enacting to be familiar. We were working her mother’s probable transition into an assisted living center. While there are many moving parts in the process – financial arrangements, theological and philosophical concerns about the end of earthly life – most of our time was all about the disposition of stuff. While my mother-in-law is not a hoarder, there is a lot of stuff in her small house. There is, as with anyone’s stuff, a range of categories. On one end of the spectrum there are things that are just taking up space. I discarded about fifteen year’s of expired auto insurance policies. On the other end of the scale are objects that have been in the family for generations and a few items that have significant monetary value. 

And then there is my late father-in-law’s owl collection. You know how these things get started. You buy a souvenir. A friend or family member sees it. And for your next birthday you have another one. And then another. Then you have a reputation for your interest in owls. Owl art, owl carvings, owl board games, and so on, are brought to you as solemn offerings. It happens.

Absent the owners, the items lose their meaning, so that [we] think, My God, there’s a lot of stuff here. What a lot of junk! In the case of an estate sale someone else’s stuff,  the agent, who doesn’t want to haul it away, has priced everything low: books go for 50 cents, a big set of plates for a few bucks. Here is an old rusty bicycle from the Eisenhower era and a once-prized lamp that now seems hideous. Set out on the green grass outside the barn, [the husband’s] band saw and drill press, his pride and joy, appear headed for retirement. Now the auctioneer calls out Lot 152, a collection of four hundred Hummels. Eyes roll and knowing smiles break out, but no one bids. The auctioneer looks at the estate agent, the agent looks at [the] oldest daughter: a lifetime’s hobby and a person’s identity have come to this. It’s almost possible to hear Jesus asking, And these Hummels, whose will they be?[footnoteRef:0] [0:  http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=3089] 


A Hummel is figurine based on drawings by Sister Hummel. If you saw one, you would say, “Oh yes, those.” Or Possibly, “Where and when is that estate sale?”
Probably you can cite your own examples of people with unusual collections of stuff. I knew a guy in Maine who collected John Deere tractors. He had a seven car garage filled with tractors. What is happening there?

Jesus puts it to us in the Gospel text, 
And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?'


Another way to put it is, “do you own your things or do your things own you?”
I like Clarence Jordan’s rendering of this Gospel passage in The Cotton Patch Version of Luke and Acts :

“A certain rich fellow’s farm produced well. And he held a meeting with himself and he said, ‘What shall I do? I don’t have room enough to store my crops.’ Then he said, ‘Here’s what I’ll do: I’ll tear down my old barns and build some bigger ones in which I’ll store all my wheat and produce. And I will say to myself, ‘Self, you’ve got enough stuff stashed away to do you a long time. Recline, dine, wine, and shine!’ But God said to him, ‘You nitwit, at this very moment your goods are putting the screws on your soul. All these things you’ve grubbed for, to whom shall they really belong?’ That’s the way it is with a man who piles up stuff for himself without giving God a thought.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Clarence Jordan, The Cotton Patch Version of Luke and Acts 
] 


The New Revised Standard Version reads, “This very night your life is being demanded of you.” But that is not what the Greek text says. Rather, it says, “They have demanded your life.” Who were the “they” who demanded the life of the farmer? His things, of course. He no longer owned his possessions; they owned him. Or in Jordan’s words, “Your goods are putting the screws on your soul.”

My friend with the John Deere tractors comes to mind here. He only used one tractor. The rest were oiled and cleaned and sat in a barn. Not even a museum. Did these machines make him happy? No. He traveled constantly and was rarely home and able to look at his possessions. I have to assume that just the knowledge that they were there gave him pleasure. Luke says, 
That’s the way it is with a man who piles up stuff for himself without giving God a thought
It comes down to who is the stuff for – you or God?

And what about money? Some people treat money as stuff in waiting. They put money in barns thinking that it will buy them things that will make them happy. Consider this: money will buy 
· a bed but not sleep
· books but not brains 
· food but not appetite
· finery but not beauty
· a house but not a home
· medicine but not health
· luxuries but not culture
· amusement but not happiness 
· a silver cross pendant but not a Savior 
· A church-pew but not salvation

If you have worked as a food pantry volunteer for any length of time you may have gotten to know some amazing people who are actually content to be without all of the stuff we consider the normal bits and pieces of life. Some street people are there because they defeat themselves and some are there because of mental or physical illness or financial catastrophe. But from time to time I come across the philosopher-poet ascetic person who chooses to live simply. While these people may accept a handout, there is nothing wrong with their self-image or self-confidence. They simply have no need of stuff.

Some churches pile up objects and money. This parish, I’m glad to say, does not. St. George’s has only a small endowment, but the Finance Committee is making plans to increase the endowment beginning with the legacy that will fall to St. George’s from Seville Allen’s estate. Now this parish has a clear understanding that money is for ministry and is not piling up in ever larger barns. On the other hand, it does make good sense to store some money that covers rainy day needs, generates interest, and can be converted to ministry in creative ways. I served in one church where the Finance Committee simply locked up in the bank every dollar that came to the church outside of pledges and plate offerings. That Finance Committee heard the Gospel parable we just heard but could not see how it applied to them.  I am confident that you will not let your endowment put the screws on your soul.

Our God is a God of abundance and a God of mercy. Hosea, who blasted Israel in last week’s reading, comparing Israel to a prostitute, this week describes Israel as a beloved child. Again and again God calls upon us to trust in love and relationships with God and people rather than things. And that was the message that I heard my brother-in-law say to his mother a couple of days ago. Don’t worry about the things. The things are not the family legacy. The family is the family legacy. In the same way your stuff does not control who you are. Your love for God, your families, and each other is everything.
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