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  Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
7
“Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty”


767
“Give me the faith….”


703
“What shall I render to my God”

806
“What shall our greeting be?”
_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Colossians 3: 1-11

Luke 12: 13-21
“BIGGER OR BETTER BARNS?”
This story is as old as the hills.  And yet it’s as fresh as this morning’s newspaper.
· Here are siblings quarrelling over their parents’ estate.

· Here’s a wealthy man wanting to become even richer.
These stories were told in ancient times.  They’re stories that could have been freshly minted for today.

The history books and the works of great literature are full of these themes.  Consider:

· Icarus – flying high and wanting to fly higher;

· Dr Faustus – possessing one Doctorate and wanting three more;

· Macbeth – Thane of Glamis, then of Cawdor, and wanting desperately to be king;
· Charles I – believing himself to be an absolute monarch yet asking parliament for more and more money for his enterprises;

· The South Sea Bubble – investors speculating in the hope of unheard of rewards;

· The father and uncle of Nicholas Nickleby – in one case an empire built on speculative investment and the other poor because of a failure to do the same;
· The Sub-Prime market; woefully unsafe banking products tempting gullible people in to making deals they could never pay for.

Robert Browning coined a phrase; he said “a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?”  I’d like to turn that on its head and I’ve come up with this: “A man’s grasp often exceeds his reach and that’s where hell’s to be found”.

When I was young, I used to preach from verses like these to show how wicked wealthy people could become.  It may have been a chip on my shoulder or perhaps even a touch of jealousy on my part.  As the years have gone by, I’ve got a little wiser.  It’s not just rich people who want to be richer; it’s poor people who want to be richer too.  People of all estates seem always to be wanting more to have an insatiable desire to accumulate this world’s goods.
I remember a saying of François (Papa Doc) Duvalier.  He pictured the country he ruled with a rod of iron in the following terms:

Haitian society is like a basket filled with crabs where every crab has only one objective, to claw its way to the top of the heap.  It can only do this by standing on top of all the other crabs.

Yes, rich and poor alike seem driven by greed, some deep inner instinct, to gain power, to accumulate wealth.
I no longer thrash out in denunciatory mode at wealth or the possessors of wealth.  Instead, I find myself asking the question WHY?

Why do people, rich or poor, strive so hard to:

· build bigger barns?

· save for a rainy day?
· take out share options?

· take home huge bonuses?

· keep a special box under the bed where they hoard their money?

Jesus said: “Where a man’s treasure is, there you will find his heart”

Isn’t there truth in the sharp word of Jesus that reminds all of us that, rich or poor, we could shake off this mortal coil at any time?  Even today?  And shouldn’t that be a warning to us all?

Blaise Pascal, brilliant inventor, scientist and philosopher, once made an observation.  He’d been visiting the Palace of Versailles.  It truly was splendid.  At an evening function, the great state rooms, lined with mirrors and lit with innumerable candelabras, sparkled and shone magnificently.  The people gathered for the reception wore their finest dresses and livery.  The latest fashion was on display.  Everything was simply brilliant.  But Pascal could not help thinking about what would happen when the ball was over.  Each of the guests would grope their way down the dimly lit corridors towards the room that had been assigned to them.  Once their bedroom door was closed, they were on their own.  One solitary candle stood between them and utter darkness.  As they undressed, as they laid aside the glitter of the occasion and reconnected with their ordinary selves, there was no escaping the darkness or the questions that come in the night.  No amount of glamour or brilliance can save anyone from such a moment.

I believe that it’s not greed but fear that drives us to put our trust in wealth.  It seems to be in our genes that we feel frightened, insecure, threatened.  Our greed is simply the presenting symptom, it’s the motor that drives us to seek adequate protection for ourselves.  And we identify that protection with wealth.
Poor deluded people that we are!  What good’s a healthy bank balance when our time comes?  Death waits for us all.  We’d better face that fact and take appropriate steps.

When Markereta Qarau disclosed to me and Naibuka (her husband) that the doctors had told her there was nothing else they could do for her, her sense of calm was a direct contrast with our panic.  She reassured us.  “Now I’ve told you”, she said, “I can fix my mind on the things I now need to concentrate on, the important things, as I get ready to meet my Lord.”
Bigger and better barns?  All the money in the world?  No financial worries?  So what?  When the chips are down, when death calls, when we face that last moment, - our money will do us no good whatsoever.

If we return to the list of those who, having a great deal, wanted more, we can go on to see what happened to them as a result of their striving:

· Icarus flew higher and higher,  too high in fact, and his wings melted before he crashed to his death;

· Dr Faustus got his clutch of Doctorates and his unlimited powers, but midnight eventually struck and the devil took him by the hand;
· Macbeth was crowned king but soon met a grisly end for all his pains;

· Charles I lost his head for his stupid behaviour;

· The South Sea Bubble burst;

· The Nickleby brothers both ended up with miserable deaths, one through a broken heart (envious of his brother’s success) and the other through over stretching himself in his speculative activities;

· The Sub-Prime market crashed.

We’re talking about bigger and better barns.  As it happens, I’m about to go to preach at the final service of one of my best college friends, Tony Barnes.  This is a talented man who spent the whole of his life helping people in need, visiting the sick, caring for the troubled, fighting for justice, preaching good news, making himself useful.  He is an object lesson in how to live a human life to the full.  He has little money.  But he’s a wealthy man for all that!  I’m proud to be his friend and I shall say so next week when I preach at his church.  His investments (in caring, loving, preaching and sharing) have been wisely made with long-term yields of an astonishing nature.  His life has created good will and affection all around him.  And when his moment comes to blow out the candle and to face the darkness – he’ll hear his master say “Well done, thou good and faithful servant, enter now the joy of your Lord.”
Culturally and genetically we are conditioned to protect our fragile selves by a buffer of material wealth.  Our need for survival drives us in this way.  At the end of the day, however, none of that will do us any good whatsoever.  We’ll all face that darkness and be haunted by those questions.  I know I will.  And I know that you will too.
God help you my friends when that day finally comes.  
Amen
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