Isaiah 1:1, 10-20

1The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. 

10 Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom!
Listen to the teaching of our God, you people of Gomorrah! 
11 What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?
   says the Lord;
I have had enough of burnt-offerings of rams
   and the fat of fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
   or of lambs, or of goats. 
12 When you come to appear before me,
   who asked this from your hand?
   Trample my courts no more; 
13 bringing offerings is futile;
   incense is an abomination to me.
New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation—
   I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. 
14 Your new moons and your appointed festivals
   my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me,
   I am weary of bearing them. 
15 When you stretch out your hands,
   I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers,
   I will not listen;
   your hands are full of blood. 
16 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
   remove the evil of your doings
   from before my eyes;
cease to do evil, 
17   learn to do good;
seek justice,
   rescue the oppressed,
defend the orphan,
   plead for the widow. 
18 Come now, let us argue it out,
   says the Lord:
though your sins are like scarlet,
   they shall be like snow;
though they are red like crimson,
   they shall become like wool. 
19 If you are willing and obedient,
   you shall eat the good of the land; 
20 but if you refuse and rebel,
   you shall be devoured by the sword;
   for the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 

Luke 12:32-40
32“Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. 33Sell 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. 34For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 35“Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit; 36be 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. 37Blessed 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. 38If 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. 40You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”
Our Possession Obsession 
Hmmm…sell all my possessions and give alms, and don’t be afraid. Seems that the one sure cause of anxiety and fear in life is the loss of one’s possessions. Just remember how you felt the last time you lost your wallet or your purse. All of us can recall the anger, frustration, even nausea we’ve experienced when we’ve been robbed, or when something has gone missing, or our possessions have been destroyed. Remarks like, “at least you weren’t hurt” do little to console us. 
Many people have an obsession with their possessions. They can tell themselves that they don’t, that they’re really not at all attached to their worldly treasures. They may even cast a scornful eye on the superrich who have no shame in their conspicuous consumption and their extravagant lifestyles, their amassed possessions. But if they are honest with themselves, they would have to confess that they really would like to walk in the Louis Vuitton shoes of those rich folk be it for a day or a lifetime. They may commend themselves for their own generosity, saying how much time and money they spend to help those in need. But if the money gets tight, charity becomes the first thing they slash from their budgets. The have-nots struggle to be haves, and the haves struggle to remain the haves. Wouldn’t it be nice if we produced enough “things” to make everyone in the world happy so that no one would want more? But that is not the reality. We want bigger houses, bigger cars, more gadgets, more clothes, and we don’t want people to mess with our possessions. We have gated communities, and in a broader sense we are a gated nation, protected by the strongest and most sophisticated security system in the world, the United States military. The gates we create insulate us from struggles and suffering that go on in poorer communities; we don’t have to witness the struggles first hand unless we choose to, and we would much rather watch something more entertaining on cable or over the internet. Thus we can tune out the oppressed and the orphans and the widows and be just like the nation of Israel that Isaiah is addressing in our Old Testament lesson. We can wear wonderfully designed clothes without having to think about where it came from, without tracing it back to its manufactured roots, but if we looked at all the people involved in the industry, all the raw materials,  the cotton grown to produce it, the factories where the material is manufactured, the shops where the garments are assembled, you would likely find that somewhere along the line, for at least some of the items you’re wearing, there’s a story of abuse and injustice, a story of someone who was born with little chance for a decent education, decent health care, decent wages, someone who only dreams that life may be better for her children. If you trace the food you eat back to the farms, and you were able to see the living conditions of the laborers who picked your fruits and vegetables, I would bet that some items were picked and packaged by people who were underpaid or unpaid, possibly by people who came here illegally, worked for someone who promised them a good wage only to be turned in to the INS and deported before receiving wages. Yes, there are likely many stories of hardship and injustice that only tangentially touch our lives through our possessions and the foods we purchase. 
Could we not attribute the violence and the racism in this world to our obsession with possessions? The hatred that one group of people has for another finds its cause in the fact that those who are hated have more than those who hate. The KKK is made up predominantly of poorer whites who find blacks or Jews or Catholics easy targets for their vitriol. In the 1930s and 40s, the Jews were scapegoated in Germany because, according to the Nazis, they held all the wealth. The violent and bloody revolutions in France in the 1700s, in Germany in the 1800s, in Russia and China in the 1900s, all could be understood as wars of the haves versus the have-nots. There was a wonderful movie released back in 1984 called The God’s Must Be Crazy…
One of the most influential economists and philosophers of modern times is Karl Marx, and whether you like his theories or not, you have to admit that what he observed was indeed the case, that throughout history the have-nots have always been in a struggle with the haves. As an atheist this is how he saw the world; humans struggle for possessions that would eventually lead to a state where everyone would have equal wealth and everything would belong to the community at large (i.e. communism). To an atheist, this is the best one can imagine; humans, who are in essence spiritless, consuming animals, reach a state where everyone owns everything, where our obsession with possessions is tempered by the fact that the state which is presumably run by the people owns all property. Marx’s answer to our obsession with possessions is to level the human playing field, saying that it’s alright to have this obsession as long as we recognize that resources are limited and we can be content with the same amount as everyone else. But practical attempts to bring this utopia about have failed. What happens is that those in power end up using their power to secure more wealth, to obtain more possessions. 
How, in turn, does Jesus address the issue of our obsession with possessions? He says, “Eliminate it.” “Sell your possessions and give alms.” You see, Jesus is not an atheist. Jesus does not look upon our obsession with possessions as a normal condition that we have to live with but as an illness that we need to be cured of. We’re so used to our illness that we resist being cured: we call our wealth a blessing – there are even preachers who tell you to pursue wealth so that others will see how much God blesses you. We think that God has abandoned us when our fortune fails. We tell ourselves that we’re not attached to our possessions and therefore it’s okay for us to continue to accumulate them, even though Jesus has said, “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom.” We point to others saying, “I’m not really wealthy; look at that person!” We try to weasel our way around that very difficult mandate: “Sell your possessions.” Although Jesus precedes these instructions with the promise that, “It is the Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom,” clearly the kingdom is not what we want unless we can possess it. And it is precisely our desire to possess the kingdom that keeps us from ever entering the kingdom. It was in the Garden of Eden where all fruit except the fruit of one tree was available to the man and the woman, and because they felt God was withholding something from them they ate it. An obsession with possession! We had to have everything, even the very thing that would kill us.
The sad fact is that in seeking to possess everything, even the kingdom of God, we come away empty. Sure, the mansion and the swimming pool and the trophy bride and the fancy car keep our interest for awhile, fill our empty stomachs, but before too long, we’re hungry again, and whatever possessions we consume, we eventually get hungry again. As long as we are in a mindset of owning, possessing, having for our selfish desires, we will never be satisfied. And as long as we try to possess the kingdom, or buy our way into it through our good works, we will come up empty. 
Because what characterizes the kingdom that God so much wants to give us is the heart of giving that God possesses and that he so desires us to possess. Jesus describes those servants who are ready for the master’s return as being served by the master and not the other way around – I think he wants to drive in the point that the kingdom is a place of giving. He makes a connection between God giving us the kingdom and us giving to those in need, and not just making some token contribution to the poor; it’s important to recognize that the root of the Greek word for alms is a word that means mercy. Alms are not coins tossed to a homeless person but rather gifts that come from our heart, given out of love. You know this to be true; when you have been in a situation where you have given your time, your wealth, your services to others, and I mean really given without any expectation of compensation or reciprocation, you have no doubt felt God’s presence. You have dwelled in that kingdom because you gave with the same heart that God gives with, and for that time you felt that union, didn’t you? One pastor attributes this feeling of connection to something he calls “God’s designer genes,” the fact that we are created in God’s image, the fact that it’s “in our genes” to give and act with compassion, and when we do so we feel the closest to our heavenly Father whose entire being is characterized by his giving, a giving most manifested in Jesus Christ. 
I have yet to meet a Christian who was immediately cured of possession obsession, who went out and sold everything and gave alms. We are like the rich young ruler who Jesus tells to sell everything he has and give it to the poor. Most of us need to be weaned off of our addiction to things. Most of us take baby steps of faith and enter the kingdom slowly and sporadically. And so my prescription is to take a baby step this week. Look at what you own and ask yourself if there is some good you can do for someone else by getting rid of something, or by not buying something. Don’t just give away the things you were going to throw away anyway – I’ve seen donated clothes that no human being would ever want to wear. Remember that giving comes from within, from a sense of compassion and mercy, not of obligation and not with the intention of gaining anything. Practice pure giving, the way God gives. See if it doesn’t bring you closer to God.
