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Text: Luke 16:1-13


“Money, Money, Money”
Jesus makes it tough on us — He keeps saying things that bring us up short.

Two weeks ago, we heard Him say: “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple.” I wasn’t here, so I don’t know how Pastor Luecke dealt with that statement, but I need to point out that the word “hate” is what causes us problems here. What! I’m supposed to hate my family?

The KJV used the word “despise” which is better — except, of course, that we misuse that word all the time. We say things like: “I hate nougat-filled chocolates, but I despise coconut-filled ones.” We tend to make despise an intensifier of hate; just the opposite is true. The fundamental meaning of “despise” is to “look down on, think little of, have little appreciation for.”

So Jesus is telling us, not that we should detest the very people He gives us to love, but rather that, unless the order of our priorities places family and even life below following Him, we cannot be His disciples.

Then we heard Him say “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” and “...none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.”  We are left feeling rather inadequate, because we know that we have not given ourselves as whole-heartedly as these words demand.

We want, in fact, to hear Jesus back off of these words, tell us it is all hyperbole, exaggeration for effect. “Just do your best, keep your nose clean, stay out of trouble, and you’ll be fine,” we want Him to tell us — but He doesn’t back off, He doesn’t ease up.

And today we hear: “You cannot serve God and wealth.” Our problem is: this is precisely what we want to do: to serve both God and wealth. Or perhaps I should say: We want to serve God in the expectation that this will bring us wealth (if you want that sermon, go tune in Joel Osteen). Or, maybe it’s that we want to say, “If I get wealthy enough, then I can really serve God.”
After all, the lyrics tell us:

Money, money, money, money, money, money, money 


makes the world go around


The world go around


The world go around


Money, money, money, money, money, money, money


makes the world go around


It makes the world go 'round.


A mark, a yen, a buck, or a pound


A buck or a pound


A buck or a pound


Is all that makes the world go around,


That clinking clanking sound

           Can make the world go 'round.
Text: Fred Ebb, Copyright © 1966.
“Hold on, Pastor! Are you accusing us of wanting the serve both God and wealth?” Okay . . . maybe I was a little precipitous there. Jumped the gun, so to speak. Here’s what I see — we desperately want to serve wealth.

Evidence? How do most of us spend most of our time? Working. 
Why? Need to survive. Can’t do that without money.
Really? Lots of people all across this planet survive without money. Well, not in this culture.
Why not? In this culture you need money to survive, that’s just how it is.
So . . . you’d be dead if you had no money? Maybe not dead, but you might wish you were.
How so? Without money, you’d have no house, no clothing, no food, no transportation . . . no nothin’!
And you get money if you work? That’s right! Even the Bible says, “If a man will not work, neither should he eat.”
But is that the only reason you work? Of course not. Work fulfils a person, gives you a sense of value, like you’re making a contribution to the world. “Idle hands are the Devil’s playground.”
So, the only reason why you go to work each day is to make just enough to survive, and to make a contribution to the common weal, right? Right!

I don’t believe you. I fear that most of us (and please do note that I am making this first person plural) work in order to get ahead — in the expectation that we will, in fact, gain some wealth. Now, “wealth” is a relative term. 

The person who own two cars is obviously wealthier than the person who owns one (or maybe not, by the time you add up the cost of insurance, repairs, fuel, etc.) The person who lives in the 5,000 square foot colonial home is perceived as wealthier than the person who lives in the 1,200 square foot bungalow (though again, maybe not, if the colonial has no furniture, and its occupants cannot order a pizza because they have no cash).

We tend to judge wealth by the number of things we have, or plan to have, or wish we had, or can’t stand that snotty Mrs. So-and-so who already has all of that, and just who does she think she is, anyway! We not only judge people in terms of wealth, we assess the wealthy as more so: stronger, more beautiful, smarter (as Tevye says, “If you’re rich, they think you really know.” But we always seem to be surprised if a wealthy person turns out to be nice. Hmmmm.
If we are honest, we have to admit that we spend the majority of our waking hours in the pursuit of something more than mere survival — maybe that’s as far as we feel we get, but the pursuit is there. We may not be as caught up in this as were the people to whom Amos speaks in today’s First Lesson, who sit in church tapping their fingers because they can’t wait to get back to buying and selling and accumulating.

But we do serve wealth (or, as the KJV translated it “Mammon,” which is a transliteration of the Aramaic word Jesus uses); we invest quite a bit of time, energy, and anxiety in wealth. Do we, with equal ardor, purpose, devotion and attention serve God?

Most of us spend at least eight hours a day at work, serving wealth or the pursuit of wealth. How many hours a day are spent serving God?

Now, I know someone will make the argument that our work is one way that we serve God. I don’t mean that my work as a Pastor, I mean any legitimate occupation — or better, vocation (calling) — is God-pleasing and thus, God-serving. If you were to spend all eight hours focused on that very attitude, that case could carry some force.

But we don’t spend our day in that thought . . .  Often we grouse about what the job expects. We complain how awful the co-workers and/or customers are. We affirm that the boss is a jerk (or worse). The conditions mediaeval, the hours oppressive, the pay minimal (or close enough) and the rewards minuscule. How can I serve God under those conditions? Nobody could! Nobody would want to!

Even if the job you have is close to idyllic — great co-workers, greater boss, super environment, clear responsibilities, just a fun place to be — are you there to serve God? Is that what you think in the morning as that alarm goes off? “Oh boy, morning — time again to serve the Lord!” Or is it more like: “Good Lord, morning? Already?”
Here’s a happy reality — for more and more of us, the job keeps pushing into all the other dimensions of our lives. Cell phones, Blackberries, PDA’s, e-mail, pagers, GPS devices all keep us connected. Many of us are on the job “24/7" whether we like it or not. Under such circumstances, it is tough NOT to serve wealth — even if the wealth you are serving is the bottom line of your employer.

So what are we to do with Jesus’ statement: “No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.”  I know a lot of people say they hate their jobs, although I suspect that often this is “culture-speak” just like you’re expected to say that the food at college was nasty and the world is going down the tubes (what tubes?)

My Uncle Bob was the business manager at our church’s college at Bronxville, New York (my alma mater). Every Parents Weekend (usually the first weekend in October) he would over hear some student complain about how awful was the food in the cafeteria. He would approach the student, with his or her parents right at hand, and ask specifically what was wrong with the food in the cafeteria. My uncle didn’t ask that question to embarrass anyone; he honestly wanted to know if there was something under his management that needed to be addressed. Inevitably he would get a response that it really wasn’t so bad, in fact it was pretty good, it wasn’t Mom’s home cooking, of course, but all-in-all the cafeteria produced a fine product.

Job denigration is like comments about the college cafeteria, sometimes. So, if you are lucky enough(?) to hate your job, then, according to Jesus you’re going to be all right? No, that’s not the message. 

The message is: pay attention to what has claim on your life!  Little by little, the pursuit of stuff can take over, and suddenly there’s no room left for God! Judgments get made on the basis of finances, not ministry! People begin to matter less than the ledger page. The bank balance begins to unbalance all relationships, priorities, and agendas. 

It is interesting to me that the “hero” of Jesus’ parable is a rascal who gets caught embezzling. Robert Capon calls this “The Hardest Parable” for that reason. We wonder why Jesus holds up this stinkpot as example.

Listen to Father Capon:

This parable . . . says in story form what Jesus himself said by his life. He was not respectable. He broke the Sabbath. He consorted with crooks. And he died as a criminal. Now at last, in the light of this parable, we see why he refused to be respectable: he did it to catch a world that respectability could only terrify and condemn. He became sin for us sinners, weak for us weaklings, lost for us losers, and dead for us dead. Crux muscipulum diaboli, St. Augustine said: the cross is the devil's mousetrap, baited with Jesus' disreputable death. And it is a mousetrap for us, too. Jesus baits us criminals with his own criminality: as the shabby debtors in the parable were willing to deal only with the crooked steward and not with the upright lord, so we find ourselves drawn by the bait of a Jesus who winks at iniquity and makes friends of sinners—of us crooks, that is—and of all the losers who would never in a million years go near a God who knew what was expected of himself and insisted on what he expected of others.

You don't like that? You think it lowers standards and threatens good order? You bet it does! And if you will cast your mind back, you will recall that is exactly why the forces of righteousness got rid of Jesus. Unfortunately, though, the church has never been able for very long to leave Jesus looking like the attractively crummy character he is: it can hardly resist the temptation to gussy him up into a respectable citizen. Even more unfortunately, it can almost never resist the temptation to gussy itself up into a bunch of supposedly perfect peaches, too good for the riffraff to sink their teeth into. But for all that, Jesus remains the only real peach — too fuzzy on the outside, nowhere near as sweet as we expected on the inside, and with the jaw breaking stone of his death right smack in the middle. And therefore he is the only mediator and advocate the likes of us will ever be able to trust, because like the unjust steward, he is no less a loser than we are — and like the steward, he is the only one who has even a chance of getting the Lord God to give us a kind word.”  


The Parables of Grace, Copyright ©1988, Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing. pp. 150-151.
The reason why we cannot serve both God and wealth is because wealth will always lure us into a false sense — a false sense of security; a false sense of importance; a false sense of entitlement; a false sense of self — and away from God.

Will we still go after money? Want money? Think money important? You bet we will . . . it’s practically in our DNA.

Now let this sink in as deeply and with equal penetration: It is not money, money, money that makes the world go around . . . it is the Good News of Jesus Christ, crucified, dead, resurrected, ascended and coming again.

Serve that.
Amen.


“Money, Money, Money” — September 19, 2010


“Money, Money, Money” — September 19, 2010


