Sermon, dilemma: What to do with a bumper Crop?
(St Paul’s 02.11.25; Ecclesiastes 2: 17 – 26, Luke 12: 13 – 21)

I once heard a Christian Leader say, “Western Society is hooked on a drug.  And this drug causes a pleasure response in the brain in exactly the same way as any drug does.  I wonder what this drug is.
The text in Luke 12 begins with a man making a demand of Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance and give me my share!”
Behind the request is a well-known situation.  A M/E father has left an inheritance, probably property, to his sons. The inheritance cannot be divided until the eldest son agrees.  The man petitioning Jesus seems to be a younger brother.  It appears that the older brother does not want to divide the inheritance, and that leads to conflict between the brothers.  
The younger brother’s cry to Jesus is in a sense a cry for economic justice in the division of an inheritance.  It is interesting that the younger brother doesn’t ask Jesus to come and listen to both sides and help them to reconcile.
How does Jesus respond?  Jesus refuses to adjudicate between the brothers.  “Who appointed me judge between you?” he asks.  Jesus did not come to cement broken family relationships.  Rather he came to heal relationships, to reconcile so that they could deal with the issues that divide them.
After refusing to arbitrate for the younger brother, Jesus shares a general principle, “Watch out. Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions!”  “Life” in the Greek is not “Bio”, that is physical life, it is “Zoe”, a special quality of life, fullness of life.
Jesus sees behind the cry for a just share of the father’s estate – he sees to the inner motive.  The younger son could well harbour an inner desire for more possessions.  Underlying this desire is greed, a desire for more that is never satisfied.
The thought is, “If only I can obtain enough material possessions, then these will provide me with the abundant life.”
The accumulation of possessions often reflects a deep irrational fear that 1 day, I may not have enough to live on.  This growing fear can press humans to work harder and place themselves under greater stress to acquire more.
Jesus counters this inner fear and desire for more, with Divine wisdom – “Life in all its fullness is not found in having more and better stuff!”
There is more than a grain of truth in the saying, “The more things you own, the more the things own you.”
Jesus emphasises this principle with a parable, challenging us to wrestle with our desires for material surpluses.
The man in the parable is already wealthy, he has full barns, more than enough.  Still his land produces a bumper harvest.  It is clear that this harvest is a gift from God.  There is no reference to extra fertiliser, increased cultivation or better pruning.  
What will he do with this gift from God?
The next line is extremely sad.  He dialogues with himself.  Life in the M/E is lived in community.  The men of the village meet at the city gate and discuss their important decisions for hours.  Families and villages are tightly knit together.  One person’s business is everyone’s business.  People make up their minds in community after long hours of discussion.  
But not this rich man, he dialogues with himself, apparently there are not friends or fellow villagers to talk with.  His wealth has resulted in him becoming separated for his neighbours.
In some ways we observe the same dynamic happening in ANZ.  The more wealth we acquire, the further we move away from our neighbours, or build bigger fences. Our wealth can enable us to withdraw further away from our neighbours.
The rich man’s dilemma is a lack of storage capacity for this gift of a harvest.  He doesn’t display any awareness that his crop is a gift from God and that he is a steward of this gift.  Might he use the bumper yield in a way that God (the provider) would direct?
Psalm 24 reminds us that “The earth is the LORD’s and the fullness there of.”
Genesis 2: 15 teaches that God placed man in the garden of Eden, “to work it and take care of it”, that is to steward it.
Ps 50: 9 – 12 affirms that all creatures belong to God. 
When Jesus discussed material things, his starting point was that all material things belong to God, and we are merely stewards of them.  They are loaned to us.  We are called to be good stewards of all God gives to us. 
Ambrose the great 4th century preacher and theologian said, “the things we cannot take with us are not ours….  Compassion alone follows us.”
Augustine wrote, “The rich man did not realise that the bellies of the poor were much better storerooms that his barns.”
So, we come to the centre of the parable, the rich man’s decision – “I will pull down my barns and build bigger ones for this magnificent harvest.  No mention of his workers or the villages, only “my crop, my barns, my goods, my soul.”
This sad rich man with no friends continues to dialogue with himself and seems to assume that this is as good as it gets.  “Take life easy, eat, drink and be merry.” 
Perhaps his inspiration comes from Ecclesiastes Ch 2: 24 - 25.  
“People can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in their toil.  This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him who can eat and find enjoyment.”
Or Ch8:15, “So I commend the enjoyment of life because there is nothing better for people under the sun than to eat, drink and be glad.  Then joy will accompany them in their toil all the days of the life God has given them under the sun.”
However, our rich man only recalls ½ the verses, neglecting that life is also a gift from God. 
The NIV translation of Luke 12: 19 is, “I say to myself….”  Other translations have, “I say to my soul…. soul I have plenty…”  The Hebrew word for soul is “Nephesh” which is a way of referring to the whole person, the indivisible composite of body, mind and spirit.
The word is used in Ps 42, “AS a deer pants for streams of water, so my soul thirsts for God, for the living God.  When can I go to meet with God?”
The rich man believes that his soul can be fully satisfied with food, drink and taking life easy.
Augustine said, “My soul is restless until it finds its rest in Thee.”
Jesus ends the parable with, “God speaks to our rich man – Fool, tonight your soul is required of you.”
So, our rich man discovers, to his cost that his life, his soul is not his own, it rightly belonged to God and was in effect only loaned to him.  The language is like that of a banker requesting the return of a loan. 
Life is indeed a gift, a precious gift on loan from God.  There is no automatic right to 70 or 80 years.  While any life that is cut short is tragic, our lives are on loan from God.  Each day is a gift, and we pray for daily bread to sustain us.
The rich fool truncated the verses in Ecclesiastes and thereby perverted their meaning.
Who will inherit the rich man’s possessions and his barns bursting with the bumper harvest? Ecclesiastes 2: 18 – 19 reflects on this.
Jesus concludes with more wisdom, “The one who continues to work or gather riches for themselves alone, will not be acquiring wealth towards God.
The younger brother and all who hear Jesus’ parable are challenged to look deeper into their motivations and the desire for “my share”.
Jesus challenges the disciples of his day and us, to consider economic justice and material possessions from the perspective of who really owns them.  All people, and especially followers of Jesus, are responsible before God as stewards of the things in our possession.
Our insecurity about our future and whether or not we will have enough to live well, may cause us to keep on accumulating more and more wealth.  This desire has the power to corrupt and destroy us.
Perhaps all material goods should have a warning attached, “Danger – purchasing this product may be injurious to your life and soul.” 
Summary.
What is Jesus saying to his hearers?
1. While Jesus is concerned for people’s real needs, he refuses to help a younger brother receive his inheritance because clearly there is a break down in the relationship with his older brother.   He may also be seeing the request as a symptom of a desire for more wealth and goods, that is greed.
2. All material goods really belong to God who generously gives them to humanity, to us.  These gifts may come to us as an inheritance, as an unearned surplus or bumper crop or payout, or hard work.  We, as stewards of God’s gifts are responsible for how we use the gifts given to us.  Let us remember that God does give good gifts for us to enjoy.  God is super generous as evidenced by the bumper crop the rich man received.  However, do we just want more and more and more for ourselves?
3. Human life, our lives are also a gift from God.  There is a sense in which our souls are on loan from God.
4. Security and the good life are not found in feeding our desire for more, better and bigger stuff.  Despite the media telling the story that, “the person who ends up with the biggest and best toys wins,” IT IS A LIE!
5. Our rich fool’s wealth destroyed his capacity for abiding human relationships.  He had no-one to share his feasting with.  Tragically he did not even know he had a problem.  The same dynamic plays out across the world today.  Life cannot be sustained by wealth, rich food and expensive drink alone.  Like the author of Ps 42 our parched beings, our souls, are satisfied by God alone.  Jesus came that we may be restored to a full life with God by welcoming him into our lives as our LORD and Saviour.
Personally, I find this passage and others in a similar vein very challenging.  I am challenged with the question, “How much is enough?”  Particularly in retirement, are we living life with Jesus in all its fullness?  Is our wealth received as a gift from God, or have we accumulated wealth out of fear for our future or greed?  These are uncomfortable questions for me, and I suspect for us.
What challenges you in this passage from Luke 12?
At the beginning of the sermon, I referred to a drug that is prevalent across Western society.  What do you think that drug is?


