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Sermon – Mayfield Salisbury  Sunday 31st July 2015 

 

Luke 12.21.  ‘So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not 

rich with God.’ 

 

When our grandchildren come to stay I usually organise a Treasure Hunt in the house, 

wrapping up pound coins in silver paper and giving them clues by rhymes that would 

not shame the eecentric Dundee poet William McGonigle.  I will soon run out of  

places to hide the ‘treasure’ and my capacity to turn these places into badly scanning 

poetry will certainly run dry. But in the meantime it occupies them as they have a 

fascination about hiding and looking and of course about stories of  pirates and  

buried treasure. 

 

The word ‘treasure’ in the Bible doesn’t carry either good or bad connotations.  The 

nation of Israel takes pride in its common treasures and even in those of its Kings. 

Paul in writing to the Corinthians speaks of Christ as a treasure that we have ‘in 

earthen vessels.’ Luke even reports Jesus later on in this same chapter as speaking of 

the treasures of heaven. We use the word Treasurer for the person to whomwe entrust 

our commons funds, trusting that he or she will do this with efficiency, integrity and 

responsibility. It is everywhere a valued and respected function.   

 

Yet this forthright teaching from Jesus about those who pile up treasure for 

themselves and distort the true values in life, originated from a question in the large 

crowd that were pressing to hear his teaching. Someone in that crowd shouted 

‘teacher, tell my brother to divide the family property with me.’ It could have been a 

trick request.  Jesus’ teaching was invariably against the stream in its message of 

humility, sharing, justice and forgiveness. ‘That’s all very well,’ perhaps the man 

thought ‘but if he’s such a great teacher then let him sort of the injustice of my brother 

grabbing all my inheritance.’ And so he may have tried to show Jesus up, knowing 

full well, as Jesus indicated, that it was no business of his to take this on. Jesus 

answered, as he often did, with a question ‘Who set me over you to judge of 

arbitrate?’ 

 

Those of us who have in our ministry conducted many funerals and see the 

accompanying events, know that inheritance of money or goods brings out some of 
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the worst aspects in a family at this time. And occasionally it can go to ridiculous 

lengths in the grab. When I was a minister in Paisley I conducted the funeral of an 

elderly parishioner who was originally from Ireland. He was a widower and he and 

his wife had no children. He never spoke to me of any relatives who might have come 

to see him. But I was introduced at the crematorium to a nephew from Dublin who 

emerged from a very large van. Naively or perhaps with tongue in cheek I expressed 

surprise that the man hadn’t flown from Dublin to Glasgow, rather than driven all that 

way in a van. ‘Oh, its much more convenient this way’ he said with as straight a face 

as he could muster, but I detected a hint of embarrassment.  I had opened up 

something.  Later I learned from the cousins of the old man’s wife who had looked 

after him, that the nephew who had not had any contact with his uncle had filled the 

van with selected pieces from the house.’We would’nt  have minded, Mr Whyte, said 

one. If he had cleared the house. But he left us with all the furniture that he didn’t 

want and couldn’t sell.’  

 

‘So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves and are not rich with 

God.’  

That strangely gloomy Book of Ecclesiastes with its advice of the futility of all 

endeavour which was our first reading from this week’s lectionary  has echoes of this. 

Scholars reckon that it may be a variety of authors that contributed to it and its most 

famous lines are those about ‘for everything there is a season.’ Here the writer talks of 

building palaces, planting vineyards, acquiring more slaves, flocks, herds, silver and 

gold. ‘I did not refuse my eyes anything they coveted.. I considered all my handiwork, 

I achieved greatness.’ In other words he assumed that he was master of the universe. 

Then he came down to earth. ‘It was futility’ he said morbidly, ‘all of it, and a chasing 

of the wind, of no profit under the sun.’ 

 

This sobering  prospect was quite important in the Hebrew Bible and it was read in 

the Synagogue during the Feast of Tabernacles part of the celebration of the Exodus, 

so it would be familiar to Jesus, and John’s gospel actually witnesses to Jesus being 

present in the synagogue at that Feast. It would therefore be background to his 

teaching about the priorities in life and in looking at God.    
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It is easy to see Jesus use of the word ‘treasure’ simply in terms of monetary 

possessions or wealth but of course, drawing on that ancient text it was much wider 

than that.  Jesus knew all too well that we humans don’t just cling to material things 

but often use these to store up other possessions, most dangerously when they involve 

the lives of other people.  Possession of other people, their allegiance and their 

subservience, is perhaps a far greater and more destructive treasure than wealth.  It is 

seen most obviously in the area that I’ve been researching and writing up in recent 

years – that of historic chattel slavery which has been more profitable for more people 

in  Scotland in past times than we have cared to admit until recently. And my 

involvement with Anti-Slavery International and with Anti-Trafficking have brought 

home to me very starkly that there are now more people in the world in some form of 

slavery than ever before. Human Trafficking is now the second most profitable illegal 

trade in the world,  behind the arms trade and in front of the drugs trade. All of these 

activities destructive of God’s people, are part of the treasure piled up by others. 

 

Possession of political power is of course a treasure sought after, fought for,  and 

clung to in every society and these last few weeks in the ferment of politics in these 

islands and across the Atlantic we’ve seen a good deal of that. Africa has known more 

than its fair share of that over the last few decades. We arrived in Ghana to work for 

the Church in 1969 just as the military who had overthrown the first President, Dr 

Kwame Nkrumah, were handing back to civilian government. History will no doubt 

judge Kwame Nkrumah more kindly, and he did much for the country but at that time 

he was seen as the devil incarnate. What is certain is this. He became convinced of his 

ownership of the nation. And a phrase that was very revealing was his adaptation of 

Jesus’ instruction to seek the Kingdom of God which was the basis of the hymn we 

sang a few minutes ago. ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom,’ wrote Nkrumah, ‘and 

all things will be added to you.’ Little did he imagine that within a very short time his 

own kingdom was to come crashing down.   

 

At the other end of Africa,  when President P.W.Botha of South Africa was 

strengthening apartheid  he agreed reluctantly to meet the Archbishop of Cape Town 

who of course had no vote and no rights. Desmond Tutu looked him in the face ‘You 

may think you have power,’ he said in the tradition of the Old Testament prophets ‘ 
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you may think that power will last for ever. But in God’s eyes and in the eyes of 

history, your power will be like a tiny speck of dust.’ Botha’s reply is not recorded. 

 

I don’t think that Desmond Tutu has a detailed knowledge of Scottish Church history 

but he may have read the encounter of Andrew Melville, the great churchman of the 

post Reformation era with King James VI. Having already cut the king’s pretensions 

down to size by calling him ‘God’s silly vassal’  Melville went on to remind  him that  

thairfor Sir, as divers tymes befor, sa now again, I mon tell yow, thair is twa Kings 

and twa Kingdomes in Scotland. Thair is Chryst Jesus the King, and his Kingdome 

the Kirk, whase subject King James the Saxt is, and of whose kingdome nocht a 

king, nor a lord, nor a heid, bot a member!  

 

‘So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not right with 

God.’ 

Perhaps the key words are ‘store up for themselves’  because from the many negative 

examples we can all find for the world treasure there are so many aspects of human 

treasure that should be celebrated. Those of us who are older and in the later stages of 

our life will surely feel that longstanding  friendships  become richer and more 

important than we ever realised when we were young. If we treasure these they are 

not our own possessions to store up – they are shared relationships  that quite often 

take an effort to maintain and which all too easily can be neglected.  Some years ago 

an older friend of ours died.  He had not had an easy life. Although he was very able 

intellectually he was as a student never able to organise his work. He suffered 

eyesight and hearing problems and he could be very awkward. He never found a 

ministry or career that he could exercise nor a life partner both of which he yearned 

for. He could be a very difficult brother.  And yet he was a very loving and loyal 

friend although he drove us up the wall for years. His funeral was absolutely packed 

with friends and afterwards his brother, a very distinguished academic and 

commentator said to me wistfully ‘If I had a fraction of that number of friends at my 

funeral I would be well satisfied.’ Robin I believe found something of a treasure, 

despite all his difficulties in life. And he shared it with others. 

 

Two weeks ago I spent most of the week in Glasgow’s George Square at the 

Homeless World Cup. This innovative annual event of mini football involving 
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homeless people, refugees, those coming of addiction and much else from 52 

countries has been a life changing experience for thousands of young and not so 

young men and women since its inception in 2004. One story will suffice. For some 

years we’ve had a lot to do with the project in Zimbabwe which sends a team. This 

year visa and travel problems meant that the Zimbabwe team were very short of 

players. It is a fine tradition of the tournament that the host nation supplies players   to 

help every team that was short. And so Joe from Glasgow, with a troubled 

background, found himself playing for a team from a country he had hardly heard of. 

I watched him through the week and chatted to him. I saw the respect and 

companionship that developed between the Zimbabweans and Joe and especially the 

care he exercised towards Blessing, a profoundly deaf player, at one point explaining 

the lad’s difficulties to a referee. For Joe and for his friends it was in his words ‘a 

magic week.’ I think that came close to what Jesus would as real and enduring 

treasure for all who were part of that group. 

 

We cannot underestimate the value of friendship in the short life and ministry of 

Jesus. In John’s evocative and poetic gospel he recalls Jesus saying ‘I call you 

you servants no longer but friends.’ He found a refuge in Bethany with his friends 

Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, and he wept at the death of Lazarus.  In the Garden of 

Gethsemane the gospel accounts show the poignancy of his lonliness as those who 

had been closest to him outside his family seemed to have departed or fallen asleep – 

‘could you not watch with me for an hour’.  My friend  known to many here Owen 

Dudley Edwards has written what he calls a Study of Historical Imagination ‘Saint 

Johnnie’ in which he brings out in his own inimicable way the depths of the 

friendship between what the one he calls ‘Word’ throughout  (echoing John’s gospel) 

and the disciple himself . In the German theologian and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 

hymn which we will sing shortly ‘We turn to God when we are sorely pressed’ look 

out for the intriguing line ‘faith stands by God in his dark hour of grief.’   

 

All this suggests that it is in relationships that we come closest to or furthest away 

from God and our understanding of the Kingdom. When these are subsumed by 

clinging to possessions, to power or status at whatever level, when we try to possess 

other people, even those closest to us, then we find in the end that our treasure is 

empty of all the potential that we are called to embrace.  In the Church we have spent 
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a great deal of time throughout Christian history, worrying, judging, or fighting over 

doctrine, forms of belief, worship or practice.  Of course there are the terrible daily 

reminders in different parts of the world today of how a religion of peace can be 

distorted for murderous and callous ends. In case we feel complacent about this lets 

remember that Crusades, Ghettoes and Pogroms were carried out for centuries under 

the banner of Christ and in some places God and Jesus are appropriated to justify 

ruthlessness or success.   

 

When if we look at the gospels we find Jesus overwhelmingly interpreting God in 

terms of relationships rather than creeds. I have a fanciful idea that one of the Rabbis 

that Jesus heard in the temple as a boy could have been Rabbi Hillel who lived in 

Jerusalem at that time. There is a simple but profound story told about him as an old 

man. You may have heard it.  A sceptic asked him to teach him the Torah, the Jewish 

law, that he might come to faith in Judaism. On one condition. He must teach it 

standing on one leg. No doubt the man got a few cheap laughs from his friends as the 

old teacher got to his feet and balanced unsteadily on one leg. He turned to his 

questioner.  ‘Do not do to another what is harmful for you’ he said ‘That is the Torah. 

Everything else is commentary.’ We shall never know if the young Jesus was in the 

temple then but that story  certainly has echoes in the parable of the Good Samaritan.         

 

‘So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves and are not rich with 

God.’  For Jesus the divine and the personal were deeply intertwined and the kingdom 

of God was found in love and the depth of relationships,  in friendship and in 

forgiveness,  in mercy and in compassion. The beloved disciple John wrote in a letter 

when he was an old man ‘those who know nothing of love know nothing of God, for 

God is love.’ And we can all have access to that, whatever our possessions or our 

dispossession,  whatever our status or success, what ever our failures and our frailty.  

 

AMEN   
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One of the most moving verses I have ever heard read was these similar words ‘where 

your treasure is, there will your heart be.’  It was read at that most terrible of funerals,  

after the death of a child.  Because parents, grandparents, uncles, aunties and friends 

would have given their heart in love and cherishing of that young life. And these 

words are an affirmation of faith that the love and treasuring will continue care  out ill   

           


