communities in which most members live in their own houses with their own goods around them, and there’s no suggestion that they are inferior or rebellious members of God’s people.  Jesus is returning to the issue of the man sharing his family inheritance with his brother, and is advocating the opposite attitude to the grasping greed which he saw there.

When he speaks of ‘treasures in heaven’ this doesn’t mean treasure you will only possess after death.  ‘Heaven’ is God’s sphere of created reality, which, as the Lord’s Prayer suggests, will one day colonize ‘earth’, our sphere, completely.  What matters is that the kingdom of God is bringing the values and priorities of God himself to bear on the greed and anxiety of the world.  Those who welcome Jesus and his kingdom-message must learn to abandon that anxiety and live by the values of Jesus.  Because it is indeed an undeniable truth that where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
And so, to end, a prayer of St Augustine who, amid his passion for Christ, knew a thing or two about the tug of the values of this world: 

Almighty God, in whom we live and move and have our being, you have made us for yourself, so that our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you; grant us purity of heart and strength of purpose, that no selfish passions may hinder us from knowing your will and no weakness from doing it; but that in your light we may see light, and in your service find perfect freedom; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Benefice Communion, Hinton Ampner
1st August 2010

Trinity 9

Colossians 3:1-11; Luke 12: 13-21

What keeps you awake with worry in the wee small hours?  What causes you most stress?  What burdens do you carry like an invisible backpack wherever you go?  Our modern Western world is built on anxiety.  It thrives on people setting higher and higher goals for themselves and each other, so that they constantly worry about whether they will reach them.  And if they do, they will set new goals.  If they don’t, they will feel like failures – a cause of further stress and anxiety.  Is this really how we are supposed to live?

Jesus’ warnings indicate that much of the world, for much of human history, has faced the same problem.  The difference though, is the level at which anxiety strikes.  Many of Jesus’ hearers had only just enough to live on, and there was always the prospect that one day they wouldn’t even have that.  Most of them would perhaps have had one spare garment, but not more.  As with many in today’s non-Western world, one disaster – the family breadwinner being sick or injured, for example – could mean instant destitution.  And it was to people like that, not to people worried about affording mortgages, school fees, credit card bills and holidays, that Jesus gave his clear and striking commands about not worrying over food and clothing.
We now know that anxiety can be a killer.  Stress and worry can cause disease, or contribute to it – producing the bizarre prospect of people worrying about worrying; a downward spiral which perhaps only a good sense of humour can break.  As with so much of his teaching, what Jesus says here goes to the heart of the way we are.  To take the time to listen to and absorb his good sense is health-giving at every level.  But his warnings and commands go deeper as well, down to the roots of the problem he faced in confronting his contemporaries with the message of God’s kingdom.  This wasn’t just good advice on how to live a happy, carefree life.  This was a challenge to the very centre of his world.

The man who wanted Jesus to arbitrate in a property dispute with his brother was typical in his attitude, the attitude which many of Jesus’ fellow-Jews took towards the Holy Land itself.  The Land wasn’t just where they happened to live; in the 1st century, as in the 21st, possession of The Land was a vital Jewish symbol.  Families clung to their inheritance for religious reasons as well as economic ones.

Jesus was coming with the message that God was changing all that.  He wasn’t tightening up Israel’s defence of the Land; he was longing to shower grace and new life on people of every race and place.  Israel, as far as he could see, was in danger of becoming like the man in the story who wanted the security of enough possessions to last him a long time.  Societies and individuals alike can think themselves into this false position, a state of mind to which God responds, simply: ‘You fool!’  The kingdom of God isn’t like that.

The kingdom of God is, at its heart, about God’s sovereignty sweeping the world with love and power, so that human beings, each made in God’s image and each one loved dearly, may relax in the knowledge that God is in control.  Reflecting on the birds and flowers isn’t mean to encourage a kind of romantic nature-mysticism, but to stimulate serious understanding: God, the creator, loves to give good gifts, loves to invite us into his kingdom – loves, that is, to bring his salvation right to your door.  At the heart of the appeal is the difference that Israel should have recognised, between ‘the nations of the world’ and those who call God ‘Father’ – that is, between Gentile nations and Israel itself.  If the gods you worship are distant and removed, or are simply nature-gods without personhood of their own, then of course you will be worried.  If your God is the father who calls you his child, what is to stop you trusting him?

The final appeal is not necessarily for all followers of Jesus to get rid of all their possessions.  Luke himself, in Acts, describes Christian 
