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32 "Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father's good pleasure to give you the 
kingdom. 33 Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not 
wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth 
destroys. 34 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 35 "Be dressed for 
action and have your lamps lit; 36 be like those who are waiting for their master to return 
from the wedding banquet, so that they may open the door for him as soon as he comes 
and knocks. 37 Blessed are those slaves whom the master finds alert when he comes; truly 
I tell you, he will fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat, and he will come and 
serve them. 38 If he comes during the middle of the night, or near dawn, and finds them 
so, blessed are those slaves. 39 "But know this: if the owner of the house had known at 
what hour the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. 40 You 
also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour."  (Lk. 12:32-40 
NRSV) 

1 
 "What is the #1 issue facing the church today?" the young candidate for ordination 
was asked on the floor of presbytery.  
 That’s not exactly the question put to each of us by the passage we just read from 
Luke.  The text’s question was essentially – what is your greatest treasure?  What do you 
treasure most…because if your greatest treasure is not what Jesus treasured most then 
your heart is not working as it was meant to work…so try again because you are 
treasuring the wrong things. 
 On the floor of presbytery, though, the question put to the candidate for ordination 
was getting at what she though the church values most…with what she though was the 
church’s greatest treasure, if you will.  “What is the #1 issue facing the church today?” It 
was one of those open-ended questions designed to give the members of presbytery a 
window into the candidate's sense of values and her ability to think theologically about a 
real-life contemporary issue.  It was also one of those questions, depending upon where 
she went with it, that could be the petard upon which she could find herself hoist. 
 I sensed the people who constituted presbytery that day waking from their stupor 
and sitting forward to hear what she would say.  Would she talk about 
homosexuality…about which, by the way, Jesus did not say a word but about which many 
people think he did?1  Would she talk about stem cell research…or world hunger…or 
climate change…or social and political turmoil…or the divorce rate…or drug abuse…or 
the shortage of capable ministers in our denomination?  Would she talk about pervasive 
biblical and theological illiteracy or about a tepid stewardship all too common within 
churchs?  Everyone waited in the silence that followed the question for her response. 
 If that candidate were asked that question today I wonder what she would have 
said.  Neither you nor I would have been surprised if she said, “The profound lack of 
civility.”  But the question was posed to this candidate several years ago when the level of 
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civility was perhaps a tiny bit more civil.  That was then…and so here is how the 
candidate replied to the question. 
 "Money."  It is safe to say that is not what people expected to hear.  But as she talked 
I saw people nodding their heads.  She was onto something…because evidence would 
suggest money is one of our greatest concerns.  Put a few dollars in our pocket and we feel 
on top of the world.  Empty our pocket, though, and we feel incredibly vulnerable.   
 A convincing case could be made it is in connection with money that our children 
first acquire their sense of awe.  Children may be instructed how to say their prayers, or 
how to conduct themselves in worship or when coming to the Lord's Table…but in no case 
is the need for awe and reverence more carefully taught than when they are given their 
first dimes, quarters, or dollars.2 
 No wonder Jesus said more about the dangers of money than nearly any other 
subject. Are you aware there are more references in the Bible to money and possessions 
than to any single subject other than God?3  Any guess what may be the next most referred 
to subject in the Bible?  Fear. 

2 
 A candidate for ministry could not go wrong by tackling fear as one of the pressing 
issue facing the church today because fear has marked our age for a long time.4  Whether 
we are dealing with polarization, tribalism, power struggles, domestic terror, religious 
fundamentalism, greed, or intolerance…fear is ever-present.  Walls and fences are 
constructed between nations and neighbors because of fear.  Opioids and Viagra are such 
top selling drugs because of fear.  Redlining is present within communities because of fear.  
Poverty goes unaddressed because of fear.  Gun legislation of any kind is avoided because 
of fear.  Religious fundamentalism so often spills over into hatred and violence because of 
fear.  Many Christians are more judgmental than graceful because of fear.  Marriage 
partners fail to communicate with one another in a meaningful way because of fear.  While 
other factors attend each of these issues, I think it is fair to say fear is a common thread 
running through them all. 
 Throughout scripture we find one voice after another saying, “Do not be afraid.”  
Indeed, this message was and is at the heart of Jesus’ Gospel.  “Don’t be afraid!” 
 If Jesus wanted us to quit being afraid…with what did he want us to replace our 
fear?  Trust.  Jesus wanted his listeners to discover the freedom that accompanies trusting 
God.  He wanted them to believe what Paul eventually put into words – that we need not 
be afraid because nothing can separate us from God’s love for us.5  Do we even have 
enough power to make God quit loving us?  According to Jesus…No! 
 “Do not be afraid.”  It is the memo Christ’s Spirit calls us to hear, believe, and 
embody as an act of faith.  I am confident that helping people trust God and one another 
and not to be afraid is one of the fundamental vocations of the church in our age.   
 Has it ever occurred to you that we here at Lexington Presbyterian are in the 
“casting out fear” business? 

3 
 Interesting that our lesson for today takes up both of these troubling issues – 
money and fear.  Both were so important to Jesus.  Why were these issues so important 
to Jesus?  Because he knew inordinate trust in money would cause us to make purses that 
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wear out.  He knew inordinate trust in money could prevent us from trusting God…and 
he knew our fears could do the same thing.   

Mind you he also knew both have their place.  We need money because in this 
world money is generally how one buys things.  So a certain amount of money is 
necessary. 

That being the case, what are we to make of the fact Jesus told his listeners to sell 
their possessions and give to the poor?  I think Jesus wanted his listeners and us to hold 
his advice in tension with the demands of each day.  Why?  Because there is no question 
our love of money is out of line with the priorities of God’s kingdom. 

You hear me talk about the Iona Community in Scotland on occasion.6  One of the 
ways members of the Iona Community try to keep this thorny tension in mind is to make 
an accounting to one another how they spend every ha’penny (though I understand there 
are no longer any ha’pennys in circulation).  This fortnightly discipline does not mean they 
give all their money away…but it makes them think twice about how they spend their 
money…and I suspect that regular practice is at least one step toward what Jesus had in 
mind.  What do you think would happen if we set this sort of discipline as a habit for 
Lexington Presbyterian Church? 
 Money, then, has a place in our lives…and so do fears.  Certain fears are healthy, 
aren’t they?  While we should welcome the stranger…we should also beware of the 
stranger.  The passage from Luke’s gospel says that we should keep our expectant lamps 
trimmed and burning.  When we hear a knock at our door we should open it hopefully 
and expectantly…but also cautiously…because when we open the door we do not know 
whether we will see Jesus or a thief.  Jesus said elsewhere, we should be as wise as 
serpents and innocent as doves.7 
 We should have a healthy fear of dangerous things.  But we should not let even our 
healthy and reasonable fears occupy too large a place in our hearts and minds.  And that 
happens when our fears crowd out God’s love or care…when they keep us from realizing 
what is important and what is not…and when those fears keep us from being the loving 
people Jesus called us to be. 
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 That was Jesus’ point.  The things of God are to be given the highest priority in our 
lives.  Neither fear nor worldly distraction are to lure us away from God’s tender, attentive 
care.  There are no purses or stock portfolios that will not wear out in time.8  The earth will 
shake…our self-made worlds will crumble9…the things of God endure forever. 
 Some people manage to realize that no matter what is happening around them they 
trust God is present and at work.  Even when there may be no empirical evidence that God 
is near, some people trust God is present and loving and at work.   
 I find being around such people to be an empowering challenge because I want 
the kind of freedom they have found.  Their joyful, hopeful, caring, unafraid example 
goads me to be more serious about my faith…to finally let go of those things I know in my 
heart are fool’s gold.  These folks are an empowering challenge to us all because even 
when they cannot point to the hand of God at work, they nonetheless trust God is at work 
making all things new.  They are a challenge to us because we see in them something of 
what we know God wants to make of us, too…if we dare let that happen.   
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 What keeps you and me from claiming that freeing and reorienting gift, too?  We 
take a step toward claiming that gift by following Jesus to the Lord’s Table to receive this 
means of God's grace.   
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