4

“Catechism Review:  The Seventh Commandment:  Respect Possessions—Be Honest”


The Eighth Sunday after Pentecost							  July 26, 2009
Reverend Roger Klemz						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson							                 Psalms 145:13b-21
Epistle Lesson									    Philippians 4:10-13
Gospel Lesson										    Luke 19:1-9


During the years we lived in Mississippi the most lucrative elective job was that of State Treasurer.  His salary was a percentage of the illegal liquor tax he collected.  Each year the state legislature passed the same two laws:  One was to make the possession of alcohol illegal in the state, and the second was a tax on all alcoholic beverages sold within the state.  Every can of beer that could be purchased at every convenience store every day of the week, including Sunday, was stamped “Mississippi Illegal Tax Paid—5 cents.”  Higher illegal taxes were paid by suppliers of wines and hard liquor that could be delivered to your door, or picked up at motels.  They were really drive-up liquor stores--complete with car hops--who took orders and had the order placed in your trunk.  The Treasurer could simply buy copies of invoices from the Alabama or Louisiana stores that shipped to Mississippi.  He knew who to tax, and how much, probably with some extra funds that insured the trucks would not be stopped and the motels would not be searched.  The State Treasurer became a wealthy man very quickly, with the complete support of the Government of the State, the bootleggers and many protestant pastors supporting the annual liquor laws.

A man by the name of Zacchaeus had a similar type job in Jericho.  His title was Chief Tax Collector.  He was hired by the Romans (the government in charge), who told him what revenue Caesar required from the region.  Jericho was 17 miles down the Judean Mountains northeast of Jerusalem.  The city was located in the Jordan Valley eight miles from the mouth of Jordan flowing into the Dead Sea.  Jericho was in a tropical oasis.  Date Palms, fig trees, bananas and a plant called henna, used to produce a very popular red-orange dye, grew there.  Business was good.  Zaachaeus collect taxes, not only in the city, but in the region, hiring others to work under him.  It was a pyramid scheme sanctioned by the Roman Government.  Taxes were on the basis of whatever Caesar demanded, and whatever the tax collector could gather as fees for his account.  It was generally assumed that more than necessary was collected by the tax men.  Public opinion was that if you said “sinners” the word automatically included the tax collectors with robbers and thieves.  Luke said, “Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector and he was wealthy.”  

Jesus came to town.  Everybody wanted to see him; but the tax collector was a short man.  His wealth could not buy him a spot in front.  He had no friends who could save him a place.  He ran along the parade route, knowing he would have to climb higher to see Jesus.  He used a sycamore, described as a huge tree that forked near the ground, with large spreading branches; easy for even a short man to climb.  What happened was his life was changed.  Jesus saw Zacchaeus, sinner, high in the tree, high on the list of public enemies, not very welcome in the homes, or business establishments of Jericho.  Jesus looked up and said, “Zacchaeus, come down.  I must stay at your house today.”  We don’t know how long it took to walk to the house.  There was certainly important conversation, both along the way and in the home.  At the close of the visit, a little man stood up and did something very big.  Zacchaeus said, “Lord!”  That is a faith name, an understanding name, a name, Paul says, that no one uses for Jesus without the power and gift of the Holy Spirit.  Then the Spirit-driven, faith-given promise, “Lord, here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor.  If I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”  Zacchaeus does not come up short in his response to Jesus.  Now he had a different view of property and possessions, how they should be accumulated and how they should be used.

Jesus affirmed the change.  “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”  Zaachaeus is a new man, a son of Abraham—the father of faith, the receiver of the promise, “I will bless you, and you will be a blessing.”  Zacchaeus, with his use of property and possessions, became a blessing.  I don’t know if Zacchaeus quit his job.  I rather doubt it.  The Romans were not going away, and it was a good job.  I am sure of this.  His work habits changed.  His methods changed.  As his relationship with God, through Jesus, changed and grew, as God became central in his life, his understanding of the word from God to respect his neighbors’ property and business made him the happiest, most honest, fairest tax collector in the region.

It is interesting to know that the name Luke used for the tax collector is Greek for the Hebrew word “pure.”  A visit from Jesus allowed him to live up to the name.  Underline, Salvation has come to this house.  The son of Man comes to seek and to save.

I have spent time thinking about the remarkable change in the life of a wealthy man, a working man, a man who appreciated and understood the value of material things, so that we can appreciate the fact that our relationship with our God shapes and molds what we think about work and wages and wealth and well being and welfare and wisdom in the use of all of the stuff of daily life.  In his understanding of the Fourth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, Luther gives an impressive list of the “stuff” of life: including “everything that belongs to the support and needs of the body, such as food, drink, clothing, shoes, house, home, land, animals, money, and goods.”  In the Command the Catechism declares that in respect to our God, we respect each other, and “do not take our neighbor’s money or possessions, or get them in any dishonest way, but help him to improve and protect his possessions and income.”  Respect property, both your own and your neighbors and your government’s, or public possessions.  Be honest about how you wealth and how you support the abilities and efforts of others.  Be satisfied with the results of your efforts so that the possessions and properties of life do not consume you, but that they are used to be a blessing.

My arbitrary listing of the stuff we use to support body and life and to develop the society, the community, in which we live, is this:  Work, wages, wealth, well-being, welfare, and wisdom to use them well.

Work is a gift.  One of God’s creative gifts to Adam was something to do.  Later, as society developed and grew, the list of something to do expanded.  Genesis tells us, Jabal was the father of those who raise livestock.  Jubal was the father of those who play the harp and flute.  Tubal-Cain forged tools out of bronze and iron.  Agriculture, industry, entertainment and the arts; all work gifts, life expression gifts, enabling us to gain the physical things, the possessions that we use for life.  We support each other in that work.  We do these things in order to use the materials of life to make life good.  From the book of Ecclesiastes, “Whatever your hands find to do, do it with all your might.”  (Ecclesiastes 9:10)  Also this, “When God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work—this is a gift of God.”  (Ecclesiastes 5:19)  I remember the example of Uncle Reine.  He was a master craftsman.  He built houses from the ground up—nothing prefabricated.  People said to us, “We have learned to love our house more, because we learned that your uncle loved every piece of wood he put in it.”  When Uncle Reine hung a door, every slot in every screw-head, in every hinge was the same--either vertical or horizontal--but never both.  When we said, “What does it matter?  The door is closed most of the time.  Who will know?”  Uncle Reine said, “I will know.”  He never worked on Sunday.  He knew passages like this:  “Whatever you do, work it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for me.  It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  (Colossians 3:23-24)  Honor the gift of work—something to do.

Wages.  Be just and fair and honest, whether you are paying wages, receiving wages, or getting returns on investments.  The general rule comes from the Old Testament in this statement:  “Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn.”  (Deuteronomy 25:4)  Paul used the rule to say, “The worker deserves his wages.”  (I Timothy 5:18)  J. B. Phillips translated one of Paul’s statements:  “You employers, be just and fair to those you employ, never forgetting that you have a heavenly Employer.”  (Colossians 4:1)  As workers we are to be sure we earn the wage.  My father had a quote he said was from Abraham Lincoln:  “The man who does not do more than he is paid for doesn’t earn his salary.”  The disciples once asked Jesus to increase their faith, maybe like a prayer for ore understanding.  Part of Jesus’ answer was about serving, and he said, “When you have done all that you were told to do, say, `We are unworthy (or unprofitable) servants, we have only done our duty.”  Be sure to be honest in your work effort.

The bottom line is to be content, be satisfied.  I refer to the Epistle Lesson from Philippians 4, in which Paul said he had learned to be satisfied either with too much or too little.  The powerful statement is this:  “I have the strength to face all conditions by the power Christ gives.”  We can face the conditions, in our lives, our homes, our church—bear market or bull market—flush, full economy or stressed economy, we can do it, and we can remember why we have what we have—why we are given the ability to earn under all conditions, in all circumstances.

Now the subject of welfare.  I make it a basket word that includes wealth, well-being, budget, distribution, family, church, taxes—whatever we would put on a balance sheet that says, “This is what comes in, and this is what goes out.”

Touching the commandment itself, Paul wrote, “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need.”  The budget question is, “How do we divide, how do we share.”  Like Zacchaeus in Jericho, the Romans are not going away, and the tax collector does not lose his job.  Jesus tells us to pay taxes, support government:  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”  The next statement from the Lord:  “Give to God what is God’s.”

Support the Church; build the Church.  The best protective and supportive thing we can do for our nation and our world from a social welfare point of view is to build the church.  The church is the best support for the building block of society—the home.

Next, take care of yourself and your family.  “Give the people these instructions, so that no one may be open to blame.  If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”  (I Timothy 5:7-8)  That seems to be a clear priority.  Take care of the family first.

General welfare, charity.  This is a longer section from Galatians which also touches laying up treasures in heaven, along with satisfaction in time:  “Do not be deceived:  God cannot be mocked.  A man reaps what he sows.  The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.  Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap the harvest if we do not give up.  Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”  Mailboxes and telephone calls remind us that we have more than a few opportunities.  The hard part is to pick and choose, which means there are also some we eliminate.  We have certain favorites within the church.  Helen and I respond as we are able.  Sometimes we have to say, “Not his time.  Sorry.”  We have some favorites outside of the Church.  We respond as we can, and we never feel guilty about putting unsolicited nickels in Mite Boxes, or shredding unrequested address labels which we will not use.  We could paper the walls of a room with 2010 calendars we have already received without asking.  Some months and some mailings do not fall into the realm of opportunities to respond.  There are times when we feel a bit sad about the refusals, but we will not feel guilty.

The final word on my list is “Wisdom.”  I use wisdom as a faith word:  the knowledge that we have a God who loves us, who gives, who fills the emptiness of life, and provides for us.  “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?”  (Romans 8:32)  We are given the wisdom to realize in the gifts of property and possession, God gives us everything we need.  Certainly there are times when in His wisdom our God may withhold a thing or two from us.  We do know, and we thank God for the truth of the Psalm:  “the Lord upholds all who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down.  The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food at the proper time.  You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing.”  (Psalm 145:13-15)  Satisfaction guaranteed in Jesus.  Amen
