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Sermon:  Luke 16: 1-14 (Mammon)

When our daughter-in-law, Nikki, was undergoing chemotherapy treatment  a year ago, Paulette and Nikki’s mom helped out in many ways.  In appreciation, Louis and Nikki gave a special gift to both of them last Mother’s Day – two nights at very nice bed and breakfasts.  Paulette and I enjoyed our gift a little over a week ago.

The B&B was marvelous and unique.  It’s called the “Hideout” at Redbuck Ranch, bordering on the Tonto National Forest.  What makes it unique is that it caters to only one couple at a time.  The owners of Redbuck Ranch are gracious hosts, the views of the surrounding Sonoran Desert and mountains are wonderful, and the facilities – the waterfall pool, the spa, and the four room suite – are incredible.

But after a while the engineer in me took hold, and I wondered how in the world they could make the place work, financially.  So during a conversation with Billie, I asked her how she and Johnny had come up with the idea for the place.

She laughed and said that it wasn’t really planned.  About ten years ago they had fallen in love with the setting and bought five acres of land.  They had some money and built their dream home.  Initially they only thought of having a car port, but the architect soon convinced them that they needed a garage to protect their cars.  And over dinner one night the architect sketched out, on a napkin, how they could add a living area over the garage.  Initially the idea was just to have a storage area, which could  serve as a bunkhouse for the grandchildren when they visited.  But Billie found herself making the bunkhouse nicer and nicer.  Two fireplaces, wonderful kitchen, large windows on all sides, with a glass sliding door onto the 12’ by 24’ veranda.  And a 6’ bright red clawfoot tub.  Both she and Johnny loved it, and after seeing it in the store for years they finally broke down and bought it.  Their $7000 tub.

Billie was talking with a friend about how much all this had cost, and the friend suggested turning it into a B&B.  And this is how the “Hideout” at Redbuck Ranch came to be.

While it didn’t make much in the way of profit, it sure made for a lot of work.  Between the two of them, they did everything.  Laundry, cleaning, maintenance, cooking and serving breakfast.  And all the yard work associated with 5 acres of land.  Billie said she spent six hours most days doing outdoor work.  While she loved the place, it was getting to be a bit much.  They said that she and Johnny were in their 60’s and were looking for a way to extricate themselves.  But the real estate market was so poor now that it wasn’t the right time.  Still, Billie said, she would be happy to live simply. “In a grass hut,” as she put it.  Not hard to imagine why.

“No slave can serve two masters . . . You cannot serve God and wealth.”  Money is one of those issues in life that is inescapable.  It is talked about a lot in Scripture, but the message is often not easy to hear.

Take the gospel of Luke, for example.  “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”
  “Take care!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”
  “So give alms . . . and everything will be clean for you.”
  “Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.”
  “So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.”

Our gospel is an interesting compilation of a parable (that of the dishonest manager) and other sayings about money.  The parable itself has an eschatological / end times ring to it.  Give to the poor in this world so the poor can vouch for us in the next.  If we look ahead to the gospel for next Sunday, we find the story of the rich man and Lazarus, who longed to satisfy his hunger with scraps from the rich man’s table.  When both die Lazarus is in the bosom of Abraham, while the rich man is in torment in hell.  It is clear that if the rich man had been merciful and generous to Lazarus, things would have worked out differently.

There are many ways we can get trapped by money or our possessions.  There’s the Redbuck Ranch way, where we can find ourselves working harder and harder to keep up with the demands of our own purchases.  There is obsessing over making money, sometimes leading to workaholism, or an unholy devotion to our portfolio.  There is stinginess, the hoarding of wealth.  Or buying more than we can afford, digging us into debt.  There can be questionable business practices:  Enron’s deceptions, derivatives trading, home loan practices.  Money can set families squabbling over inheritance, estranging brother from brother, parents from children.

Most pastors, myself included, don’t like to preach about money.  I was tempted to preach along these lines:  Jesus took the step of literally personifying wealth as Mammon, implying it can become a false god.  As long as we don’t worship money, as long as we don’t idolize it, we are ok.  It’s a bit like alcohol, really.  Sharing a beer or a glass of wine  is a good thing, as long as one doesn’t become an alcoholic.  So with money.  It is not money that is the root of all evil, it is the love of money.

Having money provides a sense of security for the future, and a sense of freedom in the present.  So we can continue to deal with money as we always have.  Giving enough to assuage our consciences, but not enough to stray outside our comfort zones.  Keeping enough to ensure we will always be whole and we will always feel free to indulge in whatever we want to spend our money on.

Sounds pretty good, but even I can’t rationalize Jesus’ teaching in this way.  So here’s another way to look at it – two stories about money.

The first is from a book by Allan Chinen called, In the Ever After: Fairy Tales and the Second Half of Life.

Once upon a time, a merchant and his grown son set out on a sea voyage.  They carried a chest full of jewels to sell on the journey, but told no one about their fortune.  One day, the merchant overheard the sailors whispering among themselves.  They had discovered his treasure and were plotting to kill him and his son to steal the jewels!

The merchant was beside himself with fear, and he paced back and forth in his cabin, trying to figure a way out of the predicament.  His son asked what was the matter, and his father told him.

“We must fight them!” the young man declared.  “No,” the old man replied, “they will overpower us!”

Sometime later, the merchant stormed out on the deck.  “You fool of a son!” he cried out, “you never heed my advice!”  “Old man!” the son yelled back, “you have nothing to say worth hearing!”

The sailors gathered round curiously as father and son started cursing at each other.  Then the old man rushed to his cabin, and dragged out his chest of jewels.  “Ungrateful son!” the merchant shrieked.  “I would rather die in poverty than have you inherit my wealth!”  With that, the merchant opened his treasure chest and the sailors gasped at the sight of all the jewels.  Then the merchant rushed to the railing and before anyone could stop him, he threw his treasure overboard.

In the next moment, father and son stared at the empty box, and then they collapsed upon each other, weeping over what they had done.  Later, when they were alone in their cabin, the father said, “We had to do it, son.  There was no other way to save our lives!”  “Yes,” the son replied, “your plan was the best.”

The ship soon docked, and the merchant and his son hurried to the magistrate of the city.  They charged the sailors with piracy and attempted murder, and the magistrate arrested the sailors.  The judge asked the sailors if they had seen the old man throw his treasure overboard, and they agreed.  So he convicted them all.  “What man would throw away his life’s savings, except if he feared for his life?” the judge asked.  The pirates offered to replace the merchant’s jewels, and in return for that the judge spared their lives.”
This brings to mind another money story about a father and his son.  The parable of the Prodigal Son.  Now usually we look at this parable as teaching us of the grace of God.  But it also tells us something about money.  Think of the father’s decision, faced with an insolent son demanding his inheritance.  He could have blown him off, deriding him in laughter, or he could have punished him.  Either would have been judged appropriate by the community.  But had he done this, his son would have become more hateful and distant, perhaps stealing what he considered his birthright.  So the father  went ahead and gave him the money, watching him leave as soon as he got it, suspecting he would squander it.

He kept looking for his son.  And when he saw him, he ran to him.  Telling his servants to put the best robe on him, a ring on his finger, sandals on his feet, and to kill the fatted calf for a feast.

The father knew that the only chance for his son to return to him, to love him and to find true life, was for him to give up a large share of all the wealth he had acquired over his lifetime.  The father chose the wise but difficult path, and regained his son.

I think God has, in a way, given us all our inheritance.  Sometimes we squander it, sometimes we hoard it, sometimes we agonize over it.  But God keeps watching for us, wanting us to see that true life is not found in our financial status and acquisitions, but in the love we share.  Love for our family, for our neighbor, and for God.

The trick for us is to realize that we need to share some of our financial blessings in order to receive the love we all need so very much.  And not be afraid to give some of our money away.
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