Proper 13C 2010
Luke 12:13-21
“Enough is enough, but too much is never enough.”

Enough is enough, but too much is never enough. Have you ever noticed that? I have noticed that a lot in my life but especially when it comes to boiled shrimp and cocktail sauce. I could eat a whole tray of that stuff. Enough is enough but too much is never enough.

Along these lines, I was thinking of the big earthquake we had in 94. One common thread I heard among all was that the earthquake, as devastating as it was, got rid of a lot of stuff which we didn’t need. It cleared us out; it made us see that we really didn’t need all the stuff we have around our houses. Unfortunately (and I hate saying it) but it is about time for another one.

An earthquake hit me six years ago when my mother died, and I, her only child, was responsible for clearing out her house. Even though she lived in a small residence, there were a lot of things in it. And if you have ever had to do this, then you know (if you are honest) that you really don’t have any interest in another person’s possessions. The big ticket items: tv, beds, couches, etc, you simply give away. And in California, if we can’t find a friend or relative to take say an entertainment system, then we simply put it out on the curb in front of our house where mysterious elves surreptitiously come and take it away. You do know that this is unique to Southern California. Everywhere else in the country stuff put out on the curb is considered trash and hauled away by the municipal authorities.

At first, alone in my mother’s modest house, I took my time going through boxes of old photos, drawers in dressers, and desk drawers. I read old letters and pondered why she saved this particular sea shell or that old watch which no longer functioned. But after awhile of doing this, I found myself skipping over entire photo albums of people I didn’t even know discarding them like I do with the advertisements left on my front door step for 2 for 1 pizzas at Shakey’s.
Soon after this,  I was perfunctorily looking into whole boxes of stuff not even taking out all its contents. I found an old 8 millimeter movie camera. Interesting, but what was I going to do with it? I live 3,000 miles away! Looking at the pile of stuff I actually wanted to save, I said to myself, “I can’t cart all this stuff back to my house.” And that’s when it all started in earnest. Arm loads of stuff-------“stuff” to me but important “possessions” to my mother-------arm loads of stuff I started carrying out sight unseen and putting them into the back of a pickup truck. And where did all this stuff go? To the dump! And after about three or four runs to the dump, I was starting to get annoyed. What started out as going through the belongings of another persons life (a person whom I loved), wound up to be a chore of clearing out trash. Trash! This “trash” was another person’s life! But to me (my mother’s own son), her possessions were………well……..just stuff in which I really had no interest. And then it dawned on me. Remember in school when you had to give your first oral report in front of the class? Do you remember how nervous you were? You practiced your speech; you were worried about leaving out certain important facts or that you might get up there and forget everything! Remember what it was like when you got up there and everyone was looking at you? I certainly do (and for some reason I keep repeating this in my life. Sometimes I feel like I am living out Ground Hog Day, the movie).
My nervousness over my first oral report abated considerably when I realized that I wasn’t particularly interested and therefore not listening to anyone else’s presentation. If I wasn’t listening to theirs, why in the world would I think they would be listening to mine?

The same principle applies to the things in my life. Nobody else cares about the material things in my life, so why do I care so much about them? The day I die someone is going to go through my possessions and either give them to the Goodwill or discard them. Things that I hold dear! I understand that one person’s treasure is another person’s junk, but then what does that say about me and you who have spent our entire lives amassing------junk!

And I am not just talking about lamps and old photos. Houses, automobiles, computers, elaborate sound systems all sold at bargain prices because even your closest relatives don’t care about them. So, why do we? Our lives are not our possessions. And yet we spend so much time, energy and money acquiring them only to realize that when we die not only can we not take our stuff with us, but those who inherit it will most likely throw out 95% of it. We don’t need another earthquake; we just need to die. And what we see is an entire life swept away. And…………. who cares?

Today’s gospel lesson is about the accumulation of possessions. There will be lots of sermons delivered today beating up on the wealthy or those who have lots of possessions. I read one Christian blog that talked about possessions and social justice. The blogger wrote that the problem is us, our priorities here in the United States, our valuing consumption and immediate gratification without regard to long-term consequences, our refusal to count the human and ecological costs of greed. There are too few haves and too many have nots.
I agree that we have too much stuff and that we don’t need most of what we have. I agree that we are pretty self-centered when it comes to the needs of others. However, the people who complain the most about what others have are the same person as the wealthy person who has it all. They are only separated by money but are the same person in attitude. Both desire money and possessions. It is simply that one has it and one doesn’t. I, also, get a big kick out of the Church (any church) that tells people to not be concerned with money, that money is the root of evil, it inflames greed and THEN turns around and asks for people to give money to the Church!
“Money, it’s a gas. Grab that cash with both hands. And make a stash. (Pink Floyd, Money)

“I'll buy you a diamond ring my friend if it makes you feel alright
I'll get you anything my friend if it makes you feel alright
I don't care too much for money, money can't buy me love” (The Beatles, Can’t Buy Me Love)

Giving money to people who desire it doesn’t make the recipient a better person. It doesn’t transform them. It simply gives them more money and more things. Witness all those people who win the lottery. How many of them wind up starting 501(c)3s with their new found millions? Instead, they rent out Dodger stadium for a family softball game. My concern for the wealthy person is not for their money; it is for their soul. 

So, when I hear folks rag on the wealthy, my response is to say stop pointing the finger at those whom you think are wealthy or even greedy. All of us in the United States are pretty wealthy. And if you don’t think so, then I welcome you to accompany on my next trip to El Salvador. The problem is we never think that we are wealthy; it is always the other guy. Enough is enough but (for us) too much is never enough. Wall Street is not greedy--------you are.
Several years ago right after the attack on the Jewish Community Center next door I was invited to partake in a group put together by LAPD as a task force against hate crimes. Our first meeting was at Devonshire police station. In attendance were representatives from every ethnic and religious group you could think of-----even the police! By way of introduction, we went around the room to state what we thought the problems resulting from hate were and possible solutions. Each group representative related how they were victims of hate: Jews, African Americans, Latinos, Walloons, and the USC football program. Even a representative from the police force talked about how police felt they were victims of hate crimes.
As it so happened, I was the last to speak. And I said that hate crimes are never going to stop until each of us----each of our groups-----confesses our own hate and to tell those in our groups to stop hating. There was silence in the room. And when they returned to talking about their own victimhood again. I got up and left. 

I don’t want to hear about other people’s greed and how it affects you. I want to hear about your greed. I don’t want to hear about corporate greed, big business or oil companies or Bernie Madoff. I want to hear how for you enough is enough but too much is never enough.
And I don’t want to hear about how we, Americans, are consumer hogs and possess most of the world’s wealth and thus we need to cut back and live a more simple life and THEN have you tell me to support a government that wants each of us to spend more money in order to restore the economy. You can’t have it both ways. Are we consuming too much? Or are we not? Do we need to cut back on our possessions and lead a more simple life? Are you willing to put up with higher unemployment, for instance, for a less consumer driven society?
In our Scripture lesson for today, the rich fool is not a bad person. That is not why he is a fool. There is no indication that he is greedy, nasty, mean-spirited or uncaring. God doesn’t call him a fool because he amassed certain resources in order to live comfortably and in so doing ignored the less fortunate. As a matter of fact, the rich man does exactly what Joseph tells Pharaoh to do in the Book of Genesis (Gen. 41:35-36): build up large resources of grain in bumper years in order to be prepared in the future for possible lean years. 
And who here today doesn’t take the same advice. Are you going to give up your pension plan? As a matter of fact, we are required by law to have car insurance to protect against any future accidents and we are required to have home owners insurance in order to buy a house. You would be a real fool not to secure your future. But again, this parable is not about greed, or redistribution of income or consumerism or manifesting our jealousy over those persons in Beverly Hills whom we think are wealthy and squander their resources while we pitfully poor people in the Valley struggle. To that, again, I say, tell me about your greed first, then let’s talk about the wealthy in Beverly Hills.
Instead, this parable is about that point in our lives when we realize that none of this stuff matters. Perhaps, like me, it will occur when you have to clean out a relative’s homestead after their death or perhaps you suffered a heart attack and almost died or have survived a cancer scare or some other happening in your life that made you stop and assess: Wow! A lot of what I thought was important in life really isn’t. If I were to die tomorrow, what would I do today? Because sure as shootin’, you are going to die. 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross in her little book On Life After Death discusses what happens the moment we die. She says in the presence of God, each of us looks back on our entire life from the first day until the last. One is now in possession of complete knowledge. You know in minute detail any thought you had during your entire life on earth. You will remember every deed and every word you ever spoke. You will know every consequence resulting from your thoughts and from every one of your words and deeds.
And during this review of your life you will not blame God for your fate, but you will know that you yourself were your own worst enemy since you are now accusing yourself of having neglected so many opportunities to grow. Now you know that long ago when the your house burned down, when your child died, when your husband hurt himself, or when you yourself suffered a heart attack, all fatal blows were merely some of the many possibilities for you to grow: to grow in understanding, to grow in love, to grow in all those things which we still have to learn. And instead of using those opportunities wisely, you will repent now with every blow, “I became more embittered in such a way that my rage and my negativity grew..”

Kubler-Ross goes on to say that we are created for a very simple, beautiful and wonderful life. “My greatest wish,” she says, “is that you will start looking at life differently.” This from a person who interview over 20,000 cases of people all over the world who had been declared clinically dead and who later returned to life.
You don’t have to die to face what Kubler-Ross is talking about. Jesus talks about the same thing. In talking about the rich man who is about to die, he is talking to us. And he causes us to ask important questions and to seek important answers. Ask yourself: In what ways do I lead my life that shows to anyone else what I think life consists of? Where am I storing up all that makes life, life?
Like the rich fool on the night before he is to die after amassing all of this wealth, there will come a night in each and everyone of our lives when we are confronted with the same question. Where do you store up your treasure?
PAGE  
5

