You Shall Not Covet
“You shall not covet.”  The three weeks that have just passed have highlighted the possibility that the last of the Torah’s ten basic commands is a particularly important one in our culture.  Over recent decades, coveting has become the underlying principle of life in the U.S.A.  It is of course easy to see this in the persons of the executives who take away millions of dollars in salaries and bonuses.  It adds insult to injury that they do this as the people who got us into this mess, but even before we knew that they were doing this, our hackles rose at the ever-increasing disparity between their incomes and those of ordinary people and poor people.  
But the rest of us can hardly afford to sit in judgment on those executives, because they are only doing more efficiently what the rest of us do in our small ways.  They wanted more money, and they found a legal way to get it.  We want more money, and if we can find a legal way, we will get it.  
Two or three years ago, when the house prices boom was at its height, every time one of the units in our condo sold, people were asking keenly, “What did it sell for?”  Every time the price went up it was good news for everyone else – it meant that my unit was worth more.  
House prices weren’t the only index of our covetousness.  The average U.S. household has $8,500 of credit card debt.  That’s how far they are living beyond their means.  Now many of these households are in that position because they have hit a crisis – maybe someone has got ill and they have had healthcare costs that weren’t covered.  But many are in that position because they kept seeing those adverts for plasma TVs and it seemed stupid not to get one, after all when TV goes digital in a few months the old TV won’t work, right?  We give into covetousness.  We are all living beyond our means.  
And the position we get into individually is the position we are in as a nation.  As a nation we live beyond our means, and we keep going only because the rest of the world lends us its money, and because we are passing on our debts to the next generation.
Our life is based on wanting and on borrowing in order to fulfill our wants.  If you are a person who can live within your means and you are putting something aside for your retirement, then you probably don’t keep that in dollar bills under your bed.  You put it in the bank or in some investment, so that it increases in value.  So you become not one of the people who borrow to get what you want; you are a person who lends to get what you want.  Borrowers and lenders, all functioning on the basis of coveting.  We needed a bailout of troubled financial institutions because without that, lending and borrowing would cease, and this would be the death of the economy, it would mean recession.  The survival of the country depends on people lending and borrowing money.  

Now in itself the idea that the survival of the country and the state and the city and the family depends on lending and borrowing is not something to be concerned about.  Lending and borrowing are key features of Israel’s life, and Jesus urges people to lend to anyone who wants to borrow from them.  Because when situations were tough, when the harvest failed or enemies ruined your crops, you needed to borrow in order to survive, to get back on your feet.  And the way the community worked was by people whose harvest hadn’t failed or whose crops hadn’t been ruined – they lent resources to people who were in a tough situation.  The survival of the community depended on lending and borrowing, like ours does.  But the difference was that nobody made money out of this, because you weren’t allowed to charge interest on loans.  Now no doubt in practice people found ways around that ban, but that doesn’t alter the significance of the principle.  You borrowed money because you needed it.  I don’t mean you needed it because you needed a plasma TV but you needed it in order to have food to eat.  And you lent money because this other person needed it and not because you wanted to make money.
But that attitude would be possible only if people took that tenth commandment seriously.  When credit cards first arrived in Britain, one of them devised a brilliant advertising slogan.  Their credit card “takes the waiting out of wanting.”  We have now made the foundation of our economic life the assumption it encouraged, that wanting is to be affirmed, and that borrowing is the way to fulfill it.  
The assumption in the scriptures is that wanting is to be disaffirmed, and that lending is the way you show love.
What’s so wrong with wanting?  There’s nothing wrong with wanting in itself.  The first time this word comes in the Bible is when God makes all the trees in the garden of Eden, with the lovely fruit that is the kind of thing that human beings will want, will fancy.  Nothing wrong with that.  But the commandment refers to wanting something that belongs to someone else – someone else’s house or their spouse or their servants or their animals.  
There’s nothing wrong with wanting an apricot off the tree in your garden.  But wanting something that belongs to someone else is the first step to trying to defraud them of it.  I think that links with the fact that coveting comes after all those commands about outward acts.  What lies behind stealing and perjury and adultery and never having a day off?  Coveting.  And in different ways it can lie behind serving other gods and murder and so on, too.  The gospel for today reflects that in Jesus’ parable about the tenants committing murder in order to steal someone’s inheritance.  Coveting skews and screws up your attitude to everything, and to everyone.  Instead of wanting to live in generous love in relation to them, we want to get hold of their stuff.  
And it skews and screws up your attitude to God.  The second time this word comes in the Bible is when Eve looks at the one tree that God had told them not to take the fruit of, and she spotted that it was to be desired to make a person wise.  Nothing wrong with wanting to be wise.  But God’s command in the garden had told Adam, “Don’t take the fruit of that tree.”  And Eve let her desire overrule that word from God.
There’s something paradoxical here.  There are two contexts when you may be tempted to covet.  One is when you haven’t got much.  The other is when you have got lots.  I mean, you can’t blame people who haven’t got much for wanting the wherewithal to live.  But if anything, coveting becomes more of a problem the more you have.  And it’s not so surprising because the things that we covet, that we borrow to buy, can never satisfy us.  It’s lovely looking at that plasma TV for a week and then you take it for granted.  I know.  I have bought one.  But it can’t satisfy.  Adam and Eve had got nearly everything, but they wanted the one thing they had been told to keep off from.  And the result was that their wanting, their coveting, skewed and screwed up their relationship with God.  Or rather, it indicated that their relationship with God was already screwed up.  Otherwise they would just have been laughing at the serpent.  “You want us to take no notice of God when God has given us so much?  You have to be joking.”  
In the psalm we just read, that word for covet or desire came again.  God’s words, God’s commands, are “more to be desired… than gold, more than much fine gold” (Ps 19:10).  The translation used the word “desire” but it’s the same word that is translated “covet” in the commandment.  God’s commands are to be coveted more than anything.  You see, there is nothing wrong with coveting, with desiring.  The question is, what are you desiring.  Here’s Paul’s testimony in the epistle for today: “Whatever gains I had, I have come to regard as loss… because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  It’s all rubbish, he says, and he uses a really rude word to describe it.  It’s all crap.  It’s the only time this word comes in the Bible.  I’ve seen through the uselessness , the emptiness, the worthlessness, of all that stuff.  I’m still coveting, Paul says, in effect, but I’m coveting Christ.  I want to know Christ.  
In the past, the church in the U.S.A. has been able to reckon that this was in some sense a Christian country and that the church could identify with it and with our culture.  At some point in the last fifty years, I don’t know exactly when, but at some point, we reached a tipping point when that was no longer possible.  We are certainly well beyond it now.  The church has to stand over against the culture, not to affirm it.  We have to model a different way of being.  And declining to be a people defined by coveting is one of the ways in which we must do that.
This week, go away and covet.  Face the worthlessness of the things the TV keeps telling you to covet, and covet Christ.
