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Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-23
   [2] Vanity of vanities, says the Teacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.  [12] I, the Teacher, when king over Israel in Jerusalem, [13] applied my mind to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven; it is an unhappy business that God has given to human beings to be busy with. [14] I saw all the deeds that are done under the sun; and see, all is vanity and a chasing after wind. 

    [18] I hated all my toil in which I had toiled under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to those who come after me [19] --and who knows whether they will be wise or foolish? Yet they will be master of all for which I toiled and used my wisdom under the sun. This also is vanity. [20] So I turned and gave my heart up to despair concerning all the toil of my labors under the sun, [21] because sometimes one who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave all to be enjoyed by another who did not toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil. [22] What do mortals get from all the toil and strain with which they toil under the sun? [23] For all their days are full of pain, and their work is a vexation; even at night their minds do not rest. This also is vanity. 

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. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, for you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory. Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry). On account of these the wrath of God is coming on those who are disobedient. These are the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life. But now you must get rid of all such things--anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator. 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 

Someone in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me." But he said to him, "Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?" 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." Then he told them a parable: "The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he thought to himself, 'What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?'  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. And I will say to my soul, 'Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.' 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?' So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God." 

In Whom Can We Trust?
Like many of you, my first reaction to hearing the news of the 35W bridge collapse was an intense mixture of thoughts and emotions. Disbelief, that something that something like this could even happen; sadness, over the tragic loss of life and the great deal of suffering; relief, that my own loved ones were safe and unharmed; fear, that if this could happen to one bridge, how many more were in danger? It’s hard to know just what to think, or say, or do in times like this, when the tragedy seems so immense, and our ability to respond seems so small, but I am confident that we in the church will do what we do best, what we have always been called to do: to care and to serve. We will respond in care and compassion, holding those who suffer and mourn in our prayerful embrace, and working together to respond to all those in need. We are a strong and resilient people, and our faith will guide us in our caring and in our serving.

Our faith will also guide us as we seek to make sense of this tragedy in our own lives. Even though few of us were directly affected by the events of last week, it’s easy to imagine that we could be, that we who cross so many bridges as we make our way around the metro area could have been on that bridge at that time, and it gives us pause. If we cannot trust the very roads we drive on, then in what can we trust? If we cannot trust the people and systems and structures we have set up to maintain our roads and bridges, then in whom can we trust?

In today’s Gospel, we meet a farmer who placed his trust in his ability to plan for the future. He thought he had everything under control. The rains were favorable, and his fields produced abundantly, and he thought he had it made. But when the Lord called him from this life unexpectedly, his riches were worthless. He who thought he had peace of mind and joy in his soul found that it was all stripped away as he stood before God. 

These are hard words for us to hear, we who like to think we can plan and control our lives. It’s generally considered wise financial stewardship to plan for our retirement, to pay attention to our pension plans and our 401k’s, and to make sure we have enough saved up for any unexpected turn of events. We also like to plan out our lives in many respects, our careers, our kids, our homes, our vacations, our gardens. We realize that life is unpredictable, and that there are many things we can’t control and in which we cannot trust, so we do what we can to take control. We know we can’t rely on the weather to keep our lawns and gardens green, so we install sprinkler systems. We know we may not always be able to work, either due to our own health or to changes in the economy, so we make sure we have good insurance, and we try to save up money to carry us through the lean times. We know that there risks involved in driving a car, so we wear our seatbelts, we drive within—or at least close to—the speed limit, and we steer clear of those driving erratically or aggressively. All of this is wise, and prudent, and to be commended.

And yet, as the Gospel story tells us and the events of this past week remind us, no matter how hard we try, no matter how well we plan, life is ultimately beyond our control, and we simply cannot put absolute trust in anything. We can eat all the right foods and work out every day, and still end up with heart disease or cancer. We can save every penny and plan for every scenario, and still find that we don’t have what we need to live a long and happy life. We can take every precaution and minimize every risk, and still find ourselves in a dangerous and life-threatening situation. 

You may be thinking that I’m going to make an exception for God, that it is God alone in whom we can place our trust. While this is certainly the case, we need to be clear that it’s not in the way that we might want it to be. Even those who trust in God die from cancer and heart disease. Even those who trust in God lose their jobs and file for bankruptcy. Even those who trust in God perish in tragic accidents. Trust in God is not simply another tool that we can use to control our lives and shape our destinies, and the prayers of the faithful do not shield us from the chaotic and destructive forces of our world. 

What, then, are we to do? How are we to respond? Three possibilities come to mind, though I’m sure there are more. First, we could respond in despair. We could throw up our hands, and declare that “all is vanity, and a chasing after the wind.” We could also respond in fear. We could work even harder to control the risk factors in our lives, either by never venturing outside the house, or by obsessing about every minute detail of our lives. Or, we could respond in faith, trusting not that God will grant us whatever we need to meet our own definition of a happy, safe, and healthy life, but simply trusting that God is control, and that, whatever happens, our ultimate destiny is safe with him. 
This is a faith that invites us to let go of everything we hold dear—our wealth, our security, our health, our families, even life itself—so that we can receive the gifts that God has in store for us. These are gifts that cannot be predicted, controlled, imagined, or even measured; these are gifts that invite us to move beyond counting our blessings to sharing our blessings, freely, without limit and without fear. 
We just don’t know what the future holds, but we know who holds the future, and we know that, whatever happens, in life, death, and everything in between, we can trust in the one whose love is sufficient for us all. Thanks be to God; amen.
