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1 Kings 21:1-10, 11-14, 15-21a
Luke 7:36-8:3
Linda and I used to own a Miata, and we kept it until we were having difficulty getting in and out of it. The sporty convertible was fire engine red and we knew it was a target for law enforcement officers looking for vehicles over the speed limit. We name our cars and we named that one Jezebel in honor of the queen of wickedness in this morning’s lesson from Hebrew scriptures. She was a low-down, double dealing, idol-worshiping Phoenician princess from Tyre who was up to no good in Samaria. In the story of Naboth’s vineyard, we see Ahab reluctantly complying with Israel’s laws of land rights and ownership. If Naboth didn’t want to sell his vineyard, and the king had to respect his wishes, even if his majesty did throw an unbecoming royal sulk.
But Jezebel the outsider was a Baalist. “Ba’al” means “owner,” and Baalism is a religion of ownership, with very different ideas about who has the right to own what. 
 (I am reminded of the Ferengi, a species that appear in Star Trek who follow what they call “the rules of acquisition”; the accumulation of property and money are their highest goals and trickery and deception are OK in the Rules of Acquisition.)  Just like the Ferengi Jezebel sets about getting her husband what he wants by dirty tricks. 

The core of her plot relied upon the fact that in that time and place cursing the king was a capital offense and the property of convicted people reverted to the crown, so Jezebel uses this quirky law and has Naboth falsely accused of cursing the king. He is subsequently executed and there you are – the vineyard became the property of King Ahab. Lady Macbeth could not have done it better.
Of course, that is not the end of the story. Elijah enters the picture and is told by God to go to Ahab as he takes possession of the vineyard and tell him a dark and scary prophecy:

Thus says the LORD: In the place where dogs licked up the blood of Naboth, dogs will also lick up your blood. 1 Kings 21:20

Ahab does in fact come to a violent end and Jezebel too. But I won’t spoil the story Check out 2 Kings chapter 9; but be warned: this is not light summer reading.

Paul Lintern wrote this piece of doggerel that summarizes the story:

Ring a bell for Jezebel, the sneak behind the scene.

Who made a plot for Naboth’s lot, a vineyard lush and green.

She made appeal with Ahab’s seal to sentence Naboth’s head.

His day in court was very short, and Naboth wound up dead.

Jezebel it’s sad to tell, succeeded in her scheme.

Or did she now? It seems somehow Elijah’s on the scene. 

Let Ahab leap, his joy to keep, a moment if you will,

But sad to say that any day, his blood too will spill.

The lesson learned, don’t get burned, by wanton coveting.

At lest don’t tell Queen Jezebel, you’ll wind up as ex-king. 

This is a story about injustice caused by human greed -- in this case the execution of a legitimate property owner by way of false acusation. Then God  addressed the injustice quite graphically by way of Elijah. It’s not a pretty picture.

But let me show you two more pictures taken only recently that are not very pretty either. 

The first is the story of the day if not the century – the horrific oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. What kind of outfit would enter a high-risk venture with no sense for safety or a plan B to cover the disaster that has ensued? One run by humans! In the case of BP we’ve got bad stewardship of the assets of the company including the investment and trust of the stockholders; incredibly insensitive behavior towards the people of coastal Louisiana and all of the Gulf of Mexico; and then there is utter disregard for the ecology of the planet. In this instance BP is Ba’al, a god of ownership of land or seabed that chooses to do what it wants with the property and abuses everyone else in the process.

The fact of the matter is that BP is run by people just like us who daily make ethical decisions. They should keep in mind that dirty tricks are not a good way to handle the acquisition and management of property. God’s justice, far beyond our understanding, may well come down upon them.

 
What drives that kind of corporate greed? The Ferengi would get it – it’s the rules of acquisition. “A man is only worth the sum of his possessions.” Enron set a tone for the start of the 21st century by selling emptiness – a shell game of acquisition. Then Wall Street finance got into immoral acquisition by selling empty or faulty assets in the form of bad mortgages something of an investment ponzi scheme. Jezebel would have had a starring role in that mess.

Back to the picture of the oil spill. It’s ugly, heartbreaking. I can only endure looking at the pictures of the affected animals for a short time. But I’m also in the picture every time I fail to use energy wisely. Given our thirst for oil, BP and other companies need to harvest oil in increasingly risky places. There is something very wrong with this picture.

My second picture is a picture the Falls Church. This 277-year-old church was instrumental in the founding of St. George’s just over a hundred years ago. The Falls Church has flourished for a long time, but a few years ago, the clergy and lay leaders of Falls Church and eight other churches made a decision to go their own way and take the property with them. Now the Virginia State Supreme Court has ruled in favor of the Diocese of Virginia to some degree and ordered further review of the circumstances of this action. There is a strong tendency to say “hooray! We won.” We got our property back. The infidels must compensate us or vacate the property.” Or something. It may feel like a victory but it is a hollow victory. 

What went so wrong between Christians that we got into a fight about millions of dollars worth of property?  We look at the story of Jezebel from a distance of nearly 3000 years. What if we could look at the story of the Falls Church from a distance of even a hundred years? The Supreme Court decision read a bit like a decision from a slightly annoyed father trying settle a dispute between two children. Sin abounds and makes for a truly ugly picture in this instance.

But keep in mind that Jesus forgave the sinful woman who washed his feet with her tears and dried them with her hair.

We can see the justice issue in the case of the story of Jezebel and the vineyard. We can sense the justice issue in the case of the Gulf oil spill but that one is complicated by our complicity as consumers of oil. But justice in the case of the dissident parishes is more difficult. I know that some of you have friends who are members of Falls Church and Truro. They may be as angry today as some of us were when Falls Church and the others left the diocese and clung to the property. 

I’m afraid I have more questions than answers on this one. I’m left with this thought. Can we confess our sins and trust Jesus to love us as we are? Can we speak the truth about the powers and principalities that put acquisition and ownership ahead of all else and make of them selves little gods – little Ba’als? 

Can we possibly get past our own selfish desires for ownership and just let God be the owner?


I will close with the line from an old hymn: “

All that we have is thine alone,

A trust, O lord, from thee.
� http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/1911_Encyclop%C3%A6dia_Britannica/Baal


� Paul, A. Lintern, “Emphasis,” vol. 25, no.1, p.48.
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