Good morning, friends.  It’s good to be with you today.  I want to start by drawing your attention to a radical transformation that has taken place in our midst.  The change has come about gradually, so you might not have noticed it, but it has had a profound effect on the suburbs of Washington, D.C.  Before I went off to college, I spent the first eighteen years of my life in Falls Church, growing up on Freedom Lane, which is located just off of Kirby Road.  For many years, my neighborhood seemed to stay the same.  Things just went on as they always had.  I don’t recall any major community events that prompted widespread gossip.  When I was in middle school, however, something dramatic took place.  A two million dollar mansion went up in my neighborhood, and from the moment it appeared, people started talking.  Local residents judged it to be a monstrosity, and as my schoolmates and I biked past the new house, we marveled at it enormous size and wondered how anybody in the world could afford such a place, all the while, of course, secretly wishing that we lived in it.  
At the time, the mansion seemed to be the exception to the rule, an oddity that stood out from the normal size houses folks in Falls Church and McLean would purchase or build.  The exception has now become the rule. Over the years, that two million dollar home in my neighborhood has become far less distinctive.  Houses that dwarf the once unique mansion have sprouted up all over Falls Church, Arlington, McLean, and elsewhere; there are currently so many oversized houses in this area that many have taken to calling them McMansions because they’re as generic and ubiquitous as McDonald’s fast food restaurants.  Friends, in just over a decade, the architectural landscape of northern Virginia has, I think it is fair to say, gone though revolutionary change.
So, what is motivating our neighbors to erect these enormous mansions?  Perhaps there are several exceptions to the rule, but one can’t help but feel that most people who live in McMansions do so because of a devotion to materialism and the status it brings an individual in our culture.   Indeed, what else could possess a prosperous individual to spend millions of dollars on a three-story, 5,000 square foot faux chateau?  Can there be another explanation?  
Of course, the housing revolution in our area is just one manifestation of this devotion to materialism and wealth that has become such an important part of our culture.  While teaching a confirmation class last year at a church in Connecticut, I had the pleasure of working with and learning from a group of excellent teenagers. Each Sunday morning, just as we were getting ready to meet for class, the confirmands would talk excitedly about some material item that they absolutely had to have.  The young women, dressed in the finest designer outfits, would come in on Sunday and talk about how much money they had spent over the weekend, and how much they “needed” this brand of purse or that brand of jacket; because if they didn’t have these things, then somehow they wouldn’t be as hip, cool, or fulfilled.  The young men were no different; they talked about the latest video game they had to have, or how many DVDs they owned.  
It didn’t really surprise me that material possessions appeared to be the highest priority to these kids, and, at some level, I couldn’t really fault them for feeling that way.  I know that when I was their age, I often behaved, whether intentionally or unintentionally, as though material wealth was my highest priority. Even today, I often have to struggle to avoid the trap of materialism.  You see, advertisers tell us that if we make our highest goal the acquisition of all the glitter and glam that is out there, then we are sure to find the psychological and spiritual fulfillment that we all crave.  And sadly, we often believe them.  
The hard truth is that when we put wealth on a pedestal, we push God and his Good News out our lives.  We become idolaters who fail to see that true fulfillment can only be found in the divine.  Or as the psalmist says, God “alone is my rock and my salvation.”  If God alone is our source of ultimate deliverance, then I think we must regard the McMansion craze, and every other manifestation of materialism in this area and elsewhere, as a sinful rejection of God’s rightful place in our lives.
Today’s reading from the Gospel of Luke supports this way of thinking.  In the final verse, Jesus declares that “No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and wealth.”  To understand what the text is getting at here, it’s important to think about what a slave was in Jesus’ day and age.  During the 1st century, slave labor was an essential part of the Roman Empire, and people became slaves by having slave parents, by losing in battle, or by being unable to pay debts.  Furthermore, because there were so many slaves, masters viewed them as less than human, as property over which they had absolute control.  Whenever a master ordered a slave to do something, he had no choice but to obey.  This was the meaning of serving one’s master.  Thus, it was literally impossible for a slave to serve two masters because that would have meant that both of them had complete, unconditional authority over a single slave.  
One can easily imagine how such a situation would not work out.  Who was the slave to support if the interests of the two masters collided?  Who was he ultimately to defer to?  This historical point, I think, helps us to understand what Jesus meant when he said that one cannot serve both God and wealth.  He was saying that when a person serves wealth, when he makes material acquisition the motivating force in his life, he’s not simply showing a little care or concern for wealth.  No, when a person serves wealth, he is devoting himself to it unconditionally, with all of his heart, mind, soul, and spirit—just as a 1st century slave would have been devoted to his master.  And clearly, if material acquisition occupies such a high place in a person’s life, if a desire for McMansions and all the latest fashions and technologies are his ultimate hopes for fulfillment, then God, the only source of true fulfillment, naturally gets pushed to the side.
Now, just to be clear, I am not saying Christians must necessarily be against the possession of material goods or even against the wealthy.  If Christians were required to renounce all possessions, none of us would be able to be live out the Gospel in the everyday world.  We’d all be consigned to live as monastics somewhere out in the countryside.  Indeed, Jesus indicates that wealth itself is not the problem.  In chapter 19 of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus has an encounter with a rich tax collector.  During this encounter, Jesus does not make any effort to condemn the man for being rich.  He does praise the tax collector when he decides, on his own volition, to give up half of his belongings to the poor.  Yet Jesus never denounces him for having wealth in the first place, and he never says that he must give up all of his possessions.  This incident from Luke’s Gospel reveals that for Jesus, it is one’s attitude towards wealth that matters.  The tax collector’s accumulation of material goods did not prevent him from living out the Gospel; rather, it gave him the resources to fulfill the Gospel message of service towards others.  
Given Christ’s perspective on wealth, the question we as Christians should ask ourselves is, “How do I use the wealth that I have to advance the kingdom of God.”  Or to put it another way, “how can I use my money to help bring about spiritual fulfillment for myself and others?”  The truth, of course, is that there is no single, correct answer to this question.  How a person uses her money depends on her particular circumstances and resources.  The beautiful Gospel story of the widow at the temple, who had little to offer, is a wonderful illustration of this point.  You know the story:  after several rich people come and give generously to the treasury of the temple, a poor widow arrives and offers far less than the rich folks—only two small copper coins.  Despite her meager offering, Jesus praises her for what she was able to give, because he knows that she has given according to her means.  This, I think, is the model for how we as Christians should think about wealth.  As long as we give in the service of God, our offering is a blessing in his sight.  AMEN.
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