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“No one can serve two superiors. You cannot give yourself to both God and money. Life is more than food – the body, more than clothes. Worrying is useless. Seek first God’s reign and God’s justice and everything else will follow.” Wow! What a challenge to our ordered little universe – the illusory one of our own making!

A few weeks ago, one of our Roman Catholic Womenpriests, Chava Redonnet, who works with undocumented migrant workers, serving as their priest and their advocate at the same time – shared with me the following story from a Buddhist source. There once was a man in India who had wandered into a forest, and found himself being chased by a fierce and hungry tiger. The man was terrified, and ran as fast and as hard as he could to escape the tiger’s clutches. After a long chase, the man began to weaken with fatigue. Suddenly, he came to a precipice. He stumbled and fell over the precipice, but was able to grab hold of a bush close to the edge. As the man pondered the terror of his fate – either to be eaten by the tiger or to fall to his death from the precipice, he noticed on the bush the most beautiful strawberry that he had ever seen. He was transfixed by its beauty, enjoying its luscious look. The point of the Buddhist story teller was that the man was able to transcend his terror by living in the moment – by contemplating the beauty before him!

Quite a story! Living in the moment. “Seek first God’s Reign and God’s justice!” Hmmmmmm!


Today’s gospel passage is all about prioritizing – about putting first things first. There are, I believe, two questions which we need to ask ourselves in order to grasp the meaning of this passage. The first is: Whom and what do we love? And the second is: Whom and what do we fear? Because loving and serving God first means being able to trust that one’s basic needs will be provided. On the other hand, loving and serving wealth and my own sense of wellbeing first can be illusory. Constructing my own security according to what I perceive as necessary can be the cause of worry about losing what I have. It can also cause me to desire more and more because, I develop a sense that I never have enough.

In the tradition of Joshua at the entry to the Promised Land, Jesus calls on his disciples to choose whom they will serve. Will they (we) choose the god of power and empire? Of personal wealth? Of being self-made people? Will it ever be enough? Jesus takes a different tone from that of the stern Joshua, but his message is essentially the same. The tone is one that appeals to us because it taps into our connectedness rather than what divides us. It appeals to our love rather than our fear. Jesus encourages his followers to learn from nature -  from our fellow creatures – the simplicity of accepting to trust in the Creator. Jesus also seems to be showcasing his own self-understanding as both teacher and learner in God’s good creation! He seems to be pointing us away from anthropomorphism – that is, the damaging idea that humans are over and above the rest of creation – AND that God can be known only by human characteristics and values. This is not a simplistic theology that Jesus is offering. No. Rather, it is profound – and it points us toward the unity – the Oneness – that choosing God over stuff can offer us!


Jesus has often been misinterpreted to indicate that, if one “chooses God,” then all sorts of material prosperity will follow. But in verse 25, Jesus is very clear that this is not his message. He is stating simply that life is much more than the pursuit and attainment of riches and power and comfort. In fact, our pursuit of these things can be at the expense of other people, other creatures, indeed, of the whole environment. 


Scientific studies have told us that the worship of prosperity has driven countless species of birds and plants to extinction, and has wiped out countless forests and poisoned air and water to the detriment of all living persons and things.  Whereas, Jesus tells us that God desires only life in abundance – equitably shared – by humans and other-than-humans!

On the other hand, if we choose loving and worshipping and serving Jesus’ Abba over the pursuit of stuff, jesus assures us that this choice can lead even those of us with “little faith” to begin to see that there is great peace and contentment to be had in learning to live with “just enough!” 


It needs to be said that when it comes to money, it is important to acknowledge that money, in and of itself, is neutral. It’s how we feel about the money that can distort our priorities and our judgment. The real issue for us is to be clear about whom and what we love; to never give our hearts and our devotion to anything that is not God and of God. I guess the question could be framed as “What is God calling me to do with my money? With my gifts? With my opportunities?


Clearly, Jesus’ preaching concerning these things is counter-cultural. He contradicts the common wisdom about what it is that brings true peace and security. He speaks in the language – not of threat, but of invitation; however, it must be said that  he also minces no words about the futility of anxiety and worry. He assures us that our needs are not unimportant to God, but that we must put them into perspective, remembering that in justice we are responsible to meet the needs as best we can of those whose needs are greater. Jesus is in fact sending us forth in mission. We are being sent out to bring the reign of God everywhere that we can. Jesus speaks of life as materially important, but not just as material; Jesus speaks of life holistically – he speaks also of soul life. It is there, he suggests, that we experience peace. 


Yes, Jesus uses the language of persuasion, of earthiness, of humor and of wholeness. His challenge to us “of little faith” is to let go of our fear of danger – whatever it may be - lack of food or clothing, inability to heal, loss of control in general. His challenge is to let our faith grow – to allow God to show us the way into the future. Jesus asks for us to be single-minded and committed to God’s Reign and our part in bringing it. Jesus is asking for our partnership with God –led by God’s Spirit in our time and place. He is asking us to choose his compassionate and inclusive Abba above all things – the One who alone has the power to sustain us all. It’s a tall order and it’s up to us! 
