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"The way of life”
1 Timothy 6:6-19
The subject of food came up in a conversation I had with someone recently.  We were reminiscing about our “small kid” days and before too long we began comparing our childhood experiences.
“I remember my mother making scrambled eggs for breakfast,” she said.  “She would add cream.”

“My mom did that too,” I said.  “Actually it was carnation evaporated milk.  With so many of us in the house, it was one way to stretch the eggs.”

“I know” she agreed.  “It was a way to increase the volume of food on hand.”

When I went on to say, “Yeah, and my mom used to mix the hamburger with day-old bread if she made hamburgers or meat loaf to stretch that too,” she replied, “Mine too.”

As we talked more and more we began to realize how ingenious our mothers were in getting more food on the table.  I always thought the cream or the bread somehow added to the taste.

But as I look back over the years I remember how one can of spam went a long way when my mom cooked it a head of cabbage.  Cut into cubes or narrow slices the spam went a long way when mixed in with a chopped up head of cabbage.

We did not think of ourselves as being “poor” back then because we had what mattered – food on the table and clothes on our backs.  Long, long ago our küpuna or Hawaiian ancestors were keen observers of what had value to them.  Among the ‘ölelo no‘eau or wisdom sayings was the following:  “E ‘olu‘olu i ka mea i loa‘a.  Be contented with what one has.”
“Be contented with what one has.”  That is not to say they were resigned to living a life of abject poverty.  I suspect that if they measured their wealth in any way, it was not measured by how much they owned or possessed but by whether or not they were in want of anything.  Or as someone else has said:  “Wealth is not measured by how much one has, but how little one wants” (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life/Pentecost 2, RCL Year A, September 2 to November 25, 2007, page 56).

My memory of my growing up years is that I was content; content to spend the weekend at the beach with family and friends with food enough to eat and with little worry about the need for much clothes.  After all we spent half of our time in the water.

Whatever contentment I may have felt began to diminish with the passing of years.  Over time it became important not only for me to acquire designer clothes with all the right labels but designer foods with all the right logos – whether it was the golden arches or some guy named “Jack.”

And as I’ve grew older and older I found myself attached to designer prescriptions.  I grew suspect of generic aspirin or generic anything.  The food industry become an industry – and like the clothing industry and the pharmaceutical industry and so many other industries – we were marketed into believing the value of whatever may eat or wear or consume was based on its cost.  Money has become the bottom line.
In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to Timothy the Apostle Paul offers to Timothy his own wisdom on money and true riches.  Paul’s words of caution to Timothy rings true for us today.  We know that money itself is not evil, but the love of money as the bottom line  is what draws us away and brings us a false sense of security.
We mistake what Paul refers to as “the life that is really life” (1 Timothy 6:19) with “our way of life.”  We hear it said often enough in the United States that it has become a cliché to say, “We must protect our way of life.” 

Beneath that statement is the assumption that we have a right to our standard of living.  Whatever money or wealth we may acquire is ours to keep.  Whatever resources the world may have is ours to consume.
In the first part of our reading, Paul’s view of money and wealth are radically different.  First, “godliness combined with contentment” (1 Timothy 6:6) becomes the aim or ultimate quest of our life, not the accumulation of money and wealth.  Contentment is the capacity for us to be satisfied with what is ours rather than being driven to possess what is not ours (Preaching Through the Christian Year C, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, 1994, page 421).
The wisdom of our Hawaiian küpuna or ancestors was shared by the Greeks and Romans as well.  “Be content with what you have” became a proverb not only for them, it was also appropriated by later Christian teachings (Philippians 4:11; Hebrews 13:5).

Second, what really matters in life fades away when we consider our birth and our death.  We neither enter nor leave with any of our possessions (Job 1:21; Ecclesiastes 5:14; Genesis 3:19).  Whatever riches or possessions we may have acquired make for nice decorations along the way, but the only real necessities are food and clothing.

In the second part of our reading, Paul offers positive instructions for those who are rich.  First, do not to be hö‘oio or conceited, thinking yourself better than others (James 1:10; Romans 11:20, 12:16).  Second, be aware of the uncertainty of riches.  One day when the stock markets of the world come crashing down, the Amish among us will understand best the words of the psalmist who cautions us against setting our hearts only on riches (Psalm 62:10).  Third, riches can have a positive value if one is “generous and ready to share” (1Timothy 6:18; Acts 10:1-2).
Paul makes clear “we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it” (1 Timothy 6: 7).   If there is anything to be gained, if there is any value in the money or possessions we may acquire, Paul encourages us “to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share” (1Timohty 6:18).

In other words as much as I am grateful for the work of the Maui Humane Society, I do not think leaving a $12 million trust for a dog named Trouble is what Paul had in mind.  It may be that the late hotel industry heiress Leona Helmsley thought she was simply tweaking her nose at her own family members – but in her haughtiness she epitomizes the danger we all face when we set our hope on money and not on God.

I suppose she may have concluded of her money and wealth, “If I can’t take it with me then no one is going to get any of it.”  What a great, great loss not only for those who may have benefited from her generosity, but what a great, great loss for her.
God has set before us the ways of life and death.  God calls us choose not our way of life but the way of life that falls within the shadow of the cross.  God calls us to take hold of the life that really is life – righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. 

Scrambled eggs, meat loaf, spam and cabbage for eat and puka pants for swimming!  Ah, ‘nough!

May we always be a good and generous people, rich in good works!
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