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What’s Wrong with a Little Fun?
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Colossians 3:1-11
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, 3 for you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  4 When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory.  5 Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry).  6 On account of these the wrath of God is coming on those who are disobedient.  7 These are the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life.  8But now you must get rid of all such things--anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth.  9 Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices 10 and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.  11 In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all! 

Luke 12:13-21

13 Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.”  14 But he said to him, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?”  15 And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”  16 Then he told them a parable: “The land of a rich man produced abundantly.  17 And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?’  18 Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  19 And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’  20 But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’  21 So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.” 


Our Scripture readings today came from the Revised Common Lectionary.  That means they’re being read this morning in churches across the entire nation, especially by Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans and sometimes a few Baptists.  You don’t have to use these readings in most churches, but they’re recommended.  It’s partly to ensure that over the course of the year people get exposed to the full range of  Scripture.  It keeps us honest about the variety of things Scripture says.  And sometimes it’s not very comfortable, but then why should it be?  If all we wanted from church was to be comfortable, we could have stayed in bed.

So … imagine countless groups of churchgoing people hearing these same words today. Like us, most of them are planning to do something fun later on in the day—a Sunday brunch at a favorite restaurant, a little TV, some time on the boat, a movie, a little shopping, or maybe just an afternoon nap.  Then come these readings: “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,” “Put to death … whatever in you is earthly,” “one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”  Maybe you know people who like to spout phrases like these. They don’t get invited to too many parties, do they?

So what do you do with advice like that?  Well, we know what most of us usually do.  We tune it out.  I don’t mean that we go so far as to disagree with it outright. That would involve paying a lot of attention.  For most of us, I suspect, it doesn’t even register, at least not for long.  If you don’t believe me, just wait till the next time you’re really having fun and try to keep one of these sayings in mind: “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,” “Put to death … whatever in you is earthly,” “one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”  Tell me how long you can keep that up and still have a good time.  Maybe we don’t deny it, but we surely don’t want to be reminded of it all the time.

And no wonder.  It just doesn’t fit in with today’s lifestyles. We spend more time looking for new ways to have fun than anybody before us ever did.  That’s what Sunday usually means for most of us now—not a day of rest but a day of recreation, and a work day for people we expect to keep their businesses open so we can enjoy ourselves.  And here’s something ironic: Ask any retail or restaurant worker and they’ll tell you that the rudest, most demanding customers show up right after church lets out.  I don’t think the denomination matters much.

So we’re not just talking about lifestyles of unchurched people.  We’re talking about almost everybody.  In fact, I don’t think you’ll find a more “worldly” bunch of  people than those who seem to clamor loudest for a return to “Christian” values.  As far as I can tell, that means doing almost everything everybody else does, only you slap the label “Christian” on it: Christian yellow pages for your Christian fingers to do the walking; Christian bookstores that sell more trinkets and T-shirts than Bibles; Christian artists who can’t come up with anything more original than pale imitations of popular music; Christian car dealers who make you pay just as much for your car, only with one of those fish symbols slapped on the back (probably they got it from a Christian bookstore they found in the Christian yellow pages); Christian family values where the mom has more in common with June Cleaver than with any woman in the Bible.  To be sure, you get a few “don’ts” thrown in: don’t do drugs, don’t love the wrong people, don’t let women out of the kitchen (especially don’t let them preach).  But as long as you follow these few “don’ts” you’re free to have just about anything else you want.  And from what I can tell, they don’t waste any time going out and getting it.

So regardless of where we go to church, regardless of how we vote, regardless of who we think can or can’t be ordained or get married, our lifestyles are more preoccupied with “earthly” things than ever before.  And it gets harder and harder for us to hear these parts of Scripture.  We tune them out.

Now maybe you think I’m longing for an earlier day, but for all I’ve said I can’t be too sorry about some of today’s trends.  I’m sorry when they make us tune out Scripture; I think that’s over-reacting.  But I’m not sorry that we seem to have left behind some pretty gloomy views about this life and this world.  As recently as the last century people were writing hymns and gospel songs that almost always referred to life as “a veil of tears,” “this world of woe,” and so on.  I wish I could find the text of a hymn Charles Wesley wrote that would fit here.  I remember the title was, “Ah, Lovely Appearance of Death.”  He was gazing on somebody’s remains at a funeral and thinking how wonderful it would be if he could just trade places and have done with this life.  That’s one Wesley hymn you won’t find in your hymnal, or the one before that—or even the one before that.  And that’s just as well.  I don’t think it’s very healthy or very Biblical.  But it’s been a dominant way of viewing this life for most of Christian history: this world and this life are mostly evil, so get through it, and don’t even think of having fun.  

I’d tell you that it’s high time we put that attitude to rest, but by now you’ve probably figured out that I think we’ve done a pretty good job of that already.  We’re fairly sure that God wants us to enjoy life here and now, and I for one am glad we finally got that part right.  But you know it’s possible that we could still be just as one-sided as our great-great-grandparents.  Yes, God wants us to enjoy our life, but that’s only part of the truth.  It’s not the whole truth.

The title for this sermon is a question: “What’s wrong with a little fun?”  The short answer is, “Nothing, so long as you don’t try to make it into anything more than a little fun; nothing, that is, so long as you don’t make a little fun into an idol.” Some of you already know that idolatry doesn’t just mean worshipping statues.  It means putting anything else in place of God.  That’s why Paul in Colossians said that greed was a kind of idolatry.  And look again at the man who built all those bigger and better barns.  We could get after him, of course, for being selfish when he could have given some of the extra grain away.  But there’s a deeper problem that made him such a hoarder—he thought those filled barns would set him free to enjoy life.  He thought they could do for him what only God can do.  That too is idolatry.  

And here’s another example.  A group of us tried to get in to see “Saving Private Ryan” on the opening night.  We got to one of those giant theater complexes a little after six, and even though it was showing on several screens we learned it was sold out until 10:30.  We didn’t wait around.  For some of us that was no big deal, but for one or two it ruined the whole evening.  Their friends were there, there were plenty of other things to do, but none of that mattered.  It was this or nothing.  This or nothing.  Doesn’t that sound pretty extreme, pretty absolute?  What do you call something that’s so important that nothing else matters?  A god, maybe?  I think so.  And when you make a god out of a three-hour movie, you’re worshipping an idol.

The problem with idolatry, with putting anything else in place of God, isn’t that God is going to zap us.  Who’d be left?  The problem is that it doesn’t work.  We try to turn what we’ve gained into more than it can ever be—something to set us free to enjoy the rest of our lives.  Or we look to a moment’s entertainment as if the meaning of our whole life depended on it.  And you know that’s not how it works.  

What if the guy with the barns had lived another thirty years?  Do you think he really would have kicked back to “relax, eat, drink, [and] be merry”?  No, the next day he would have been out building even bigger barns, promising himself that then he could afford to take it easy. And of course he wouldn’t.  It would be the same cycle again and again.  We know that, because it’s not just his cycle, is it?  

And what if we had gotten in to see the movie?  What about those people who had been so upset?  Do you think it would have been everything they were looking for?  They might think so for a while, but the next day is bound to be ruined by something else they didn’t get to do.  

The problem isn’t looking for a little fun, or a little security.  The problem is when we’re never satisfied with a little of anything.  We keep wanting every worthwhile thing to be worth everything, and as long as we do that we’ll never appreciate anything for its genuine worth.

I want you to listen to a prayer that I ran across a few months ago.  I pray it every day now, because … well, it seems to make everything fall into place.  And I also take comfort in knowing that it’s over twelve hundred years old.  That means somebody back then must have gotten it right:

O God, you have prepared for those who love you such good things as surpass our understanding: Pour into our hearts such love towards you, that we, loving you in all things and above all things, may obtain your promises, which exceed all that we can desire; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
Loving God in all things and above all things: maybe that sounds like trying to have your cake and eat it too. But if you believe that God has come to us in the flesh in Jesus Christ it makes perfect sense.  So when you hear Paul talking about heavenly things and earthly things, remember: they don’t have to compete.  After all, this is the same Paul who turned around and said “Christ is all and in all.”  When you hear Jesus warning us against getting greedy, don’t assume that he’s telling us not to take delight in what God’s world has given us.  There’s nothing wrong with a little fun, and there’s nothing wrong with providing against a rainy day.  Nothing wrong … so long as in them we catch a glimpse of a world filled with the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.  It’s not whether or not we love the world; it’s how we see the world God calls us to love.  It’s a matter of vision.


I want to give you one more example from long ago.  I’m thinking of St. Augustine—not the city in Florida but the African bishop in the early church who wrote about his conversion.  He gets a lot of blame these days for all those gloomy attitudes we’ve started to put behind us, and I have to admit he could get not only gloomy but downright mean at times.  But he had his better moments.  Here’s one of them:

With your word you pierced my heart, and I loved you … But when I love you, what do I love? … I asked the earth and it said: “It is not I.”  I asked all that is in it; they made the same confession.  I asked the sea, the deeps, the living creatures that creep, and they responded: “We are not your God, look beyond us.” … I asked heaven, sun, moon and stars; they said: “Nor are we the God whom you seek.”  And I said to all these things … “Tell me of my God who you are not, tell me something about him.”  And with a great voice they cried out: “He made us.”  My question was the attention I gave to them, and their response was their beauty (Confessions, X.6, italics added).

His question, he said, was the attention he gave to earthly things.  And it was their beauty, not anything wrong with them, that pointed him to God.  They brought him to a place where, he said,

my soul is floodlit by light which space cannot contain, where there is sound that time cannot seize, where there is a perfume which no breeze disperses, where there is a taste for food no amount of eating can lessen, and where there is a bond of union that [nothing] can part (ibid.).

He did have his better moments.  With the Roman Empire falling all around him, in a time when he had plenty of reasons to give up on this world, he could still have those moments of vision where everything earthly brought God close.  I guess that’s why people still read him.

So for the rest of today, for the rest of your life, go ahead and enjoy yourself whenever you can.  Have fun.  Make the place where you live a delight to see.  But remember who it is who can meet you everywhere.  Remember that right in the midst of life is a mysterious presence that can free you to share your enjoyments and all that you have with the world around you.  And don’t just remember, look.  See yourself, your friends and your whole world embraced and filled with the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.  And just to give it one more chance to sink in, listen and pray with me now as I say that ancient prayer one more time: 

O God, you have prepared for those who love you such good things as surpass our understanding: Pour into our hearts such love towards you, that we, loving you in all things and above all things, may obtain your promises, which exceed all that we can desire; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
