Low Sunday, April 15th, 2007
St Luke 12. 15 “A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions”

In Nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, Amen.

Here is a £20 note.  It is also a piece of paper.  What is it that gives it its value?  It is the authority behind it.  And what is that authority?  It says on the note itself – “the Governor and Company of the Bank of England”.  That sounds a bit old fashioned – and so does some other wording on this note – “I promise to pay the bearer on demand the sum of twenty pounds”.  If you asked for that demand to be granted, all you would get would be an identical piece of paper worth £20!

But if you had asked for such an exchange before the year 1931 you might have got its value in gold.  That was the year when we came off the gold standard.

Gold was, and is a measure of real value accepted internationally.  But paper money is subject to inflation.  In my lifetime the inflation of our currency is enormous.  As a little schoolboy, I used to cycle home every day up Lavington Road in Worthing, past newly-built four-bedroom houses.  I remember a for-sale notice outside one of them.  It was for £1,200, which I thought very expensive!  Our inflation is matched by increase in earnings income.

But our inflation is nothing compared to that of Germany after the First World War.  With the collapse of their currency even high-value notes were worth virtually nothing.  Here are three German banknotes of the period (1) 1000 marks, (2) 10,000 marks, (3) 100,000, perhaps enough to buy a loaf of bread!  I was surprised to find a picture in my newspaper some weeks ago of a German banknote of the value of 5 billion marks!  Even that was almost valueless.

Such is the frailty of paper money if the authority behind it collapses.  At least gold can be trusted.  Or can it – everywhere an for ever?!

I have brought with me a pretty brass ornament, made out of a 1st World War shell case.  It is worth practically nothing.  Can you believe that in one society a few hundred years ago, such a thing as this would be worth much more than its weight in gold?

In Medieval times in Cuba – I read from a newspaper report – “Cheap brass dress accessories from Western Europe traded for many times their price in gold with Caribbean natives, who prized the alloy more than the pure metal.”  And from the same article “pure gold was considered the least valuable metal, considerably less than copper-based alloys.”

So what, ultimately gives gold its value, universal acceptance, beauty, rarity?  To us, yes, but not to those Cubans of the 15th century!  For them, it was common stuff!

Beauty and rarity.  Did you notice a few weeks ago that amazing prices were paid in art auctions in London?  £94 million spent in 3 hours at Sotheby’s?

Rarity is very important.  One stamp collector, Arthur Hinch, thought he had the only example of the world’s rarest stamp – the 1 cent magenta British Guiana of 1856.  It is said that, to his horror, another one turned up.  He bought it at enormous cost and burnt it!  He still owned the only one in existence.  (In 1980 it was sold for $935,000.)

Again, some things virtually worthless in themselves, can still command enormous prices by association, for example, clothing worn by great stars in the world of entertainment.  What the paper called a tatty brown rag fetched £54,000 in a sale, because it had been worn by Sir Alec Guinness in his role as Obi-Wan Kenobi in the film ‘Star Wars’.
Suppose that you had come into possession of that ‘tatty brown rag’ without knowing what it was, you might easily have dumped it, disposed of it as worthless.  Oh, dear!!

But supposing something could be found that was uniquely valuable but common enough to be available to all – something that a person would be prepared to die for?

According to one report from early Church history, during the time of persecution, Christians would receive weekly the consecrated bread of Holy Communion but carry some away with them for those not able to be present.  If they were caught with it, they would die.

So we have here, 2000 years later, such a little piece of bread given us to eat.  In a way, it is a mere nothing, but like that little stamp of British Guiana, it has a very special value only for those who recognize it for what it is, something of great than monetary value, that takes us back to the time when Jesus broke bread with his disciples at the Last Supper before his crucifixion and was also the sign by which those two disciples on the road to Emmaus recognized Him in His resurrection body after they have invited Him to come to supper with them.  And there He had broken the bread and was recognized.

This bread is the sacramental legacy that Jesus has left us, worth nothing, yet worth more than any money can buy.

There is no question of rarity, nor of intrinsic value, but there is a very important condition of possessing it.  That condition is FAITH, and faith to mean anything requires commitment.  It is not necessary to feel anything special, although that may sometimes come, as a kind of bonus.  All we need is to make in our hearts an ACT of Faith and repentance, we must believe that this bread is what Jesus says it is, and believing that our eternal life is in His hands.

Jesus said at the Last Supper “Take, eat.  This is my Body.  Do this in remembrance of me.”  His is the authority that gives value to the sacrament in which we are at this moment engaged – a different authority from that of the Bank of England but ultimately even higher.
