REFLECTION for the 7th Sunday of Trinity - 31st July 2022 by Ken Bryan

Look to God and do not rely on earthly things.
In the time of Jesus as well as today human nature is the same.  People look to take care of themselves and are very concerned about material things rather than focus on God and heavenly things which is counter-cultural.

Today people have taken materialism to a new level. Wanting and buying more and more things. And this is encouraged by companies through extensive and persuasive advertising and marketing.  
Our houses are full of stuff. Children play with the boxes that toys are packaged in rather than the present itself. Yet we buy more presents and toys which they hardly ever play with.
We have more clothes, gadgets, tools, shoes, handbags and things, than we have time to use, or we know what to do with.

We have lofts full of things not seen or used for years. Our desire is for the new, the latest, the most recent upgrade, this year’s colour or design because we think it will make our lives more fulfilled and as the advert on TV says ‘You deserve it’.
Do we deserve it? Do we want it? Do we actually need it? Do we ask these questions before going out to buy? Or are we just in a shop and think that looks good or that might come in handy?

With the present and coming economic crisis are we going to have to think very hard about what we need and what we buy. For some the decision is going to be very stark. And things that some of us need are going to have to be left on the shelf as for many it will only be the essentials to life that will be on the list to buy. And even that at a struggle.

Also we are increasingly going to be encouraged to consider if what we buy is environmentally friendly and sustainable. Thinking not just for ourselves but also our children, grandchildren and all who are coming after. 
They will be looking back at us and wondering why we made the choices that we did with the implications that our choices have created.
As an example of how much stuff we have and hold on to I have a suit I haven’t worn this century still hanging up in my wardrobe.  And a gadget bought fifteen years ago on holiday which is a voice recorder and primitive webcam which I never really understood or even used. There is even an inflatable dingy with oars in my loft with the plastic probably perished or at least not very safe to use. Why do we keep these things or in some cases why do we buy them in the first place?
We all seem to be anxious about something. Striving to reach goals which are difficult and leave us tired and exhausted. Ever more demands on our time and on meeting deadlines. And yet should we achieve a goal another more difficult one is put in its place to maintain or even enhance the anxiety and feeling of failure. These can be at work or at home.  Imposed by an employer or by ourselves.  For us or for our family. 

We as people have always strived to improve and be better at things but I think the difference now is that it is creating a very high level of anxiety and worry.  In the current way of describing it ‘I am so stressed!’

Yet Jesus is talking to people who have very little. Just enough food to live on and perhaps one change of clothes. For them and for many people in the world today one disaster, sickness or injury or crop failure could mean they are left with nothing. And it was to these people that Jesus was first giving this message. Even telling them not to worry about the food they are to eat or the clothing to wear.

Jesus challenged the man who asked him to arbitrate on his family inheritance. The inheritance probably included land which was very important both for Jewish religious reasons as well as economic ones. But the man focussing on wealth and earthly things was looking at life the wrong way. 
This was also pointing to the way Jews were looking at the world and not focussing first and foremost on God. And with the knowledge that however things may look or feel at the time, God is in control.

We don’t know what the future holds for us so it is much more important to focus on God rather than material things.  More and more stuff doesn’t satisfy it just leaves us wanting more and then be worried that we might lose these things or have them taken from us.

At present despite the horrific events in Ukraine there are so many people there turning to God in prayer. One example is from the Bible Society which has teams who take humanitarian aid into the country together with Bibles in Ukrainian.  The vans are besieged by people, some who have lost everything, who not only want food and general provisions but also are queuing up to get hold of the word of God to be with them and help them through their dreadful ordeal.

The call from Jesus is not necessarily to give up all possessions as elsewhere in Acts Luke talks of Christian communities where people live in their own houses with their own goods around them. It is the attitude to those goods that is the difference.  And the way they are to live their lives with a focus on God.

But also as it says in Colossians in their new life in Christ they are to turn away from the earthly lusts and passions and evil desires. They are to try to change their ways and remove anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from their mouths and not lie to one another.  This is what God wants for all people to live together in peace and honesty.

Paul was saying this to the people of his day but it is the same for us today. It can be so easy to unbridle our tongue and say what we want and when we want. Too often we would like to vent our annoyance or frustration. But no good will come of it in the long run.  What is said remains said and cannot be unsaid. 
And that is where the hurt and enmity comes in which takes a great deal of work to overcome. 

We can find it more difficult with people who we feel are not like us. But Paul is purposefully mentioning all sorts of people in his list from nearby Jews and Greeks to those furthest away being barbarians and Scythians.

What we should be is Good Neighbours to everyone whether near or far away.  The TV series may have come to an end this week but the sentiment is ever with us.

We are called to be people of God in Jesus Christ. We should be demonstrating our new life in the image of our creator. We are not perfect and never will be perfect but if we look to live in the right way focussing on things above and following the promptings of the Holy Spirit we can come nearer to being the people that God wants us to be.
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