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 After I finished my master’s degree in history I travelled to Mexico City to do 

some research for a professor of mine. Before I left I contacted our MCC representatives 

(Nicholas and Rhonda King) to help me navigate the Mennonite churches of the capital 

and to find both a place of residence and local church for the duration of my stay. They 

were able to negotiate an arrangement with the congregation of Seguidores de Cristo 

(Followers of Christ) in Naucalpan, a city in the State of Mexico bordering what was then 

known as the District Federal. While there are wealthy zones in the city, the majority is a 

sprawling sea of poverty, garbage, graffiti, and cinder blocks winding through the hilly 

terrain of the central valley of Mexico. From the metro station Cuatro Caminos one has to 

pass over 45 speed bumps in the back of a combi (a Volkswagen van functioning as a 

mini-bus) together with ten other passengers to arrive at La Mancha III, the colonia 

(neighbourhood) where the Followers of Christ is located. After pulling into the final 

stop, one has to descend down a steep hill before arriving to the church near the bottom, 

which from the outside looks no different than any of the other homes surrounding it. 

 Before I joined the Followers of Christ they quickly finished up a room for me on 

the rooftop of the church and furnished it with an individual bed, night stand, dresser, 

table, foldable chair, old TV, and a plastic garbage can in the corner. My washroom was a 

separate makeshift shack with a toilet and shower side-by-side. The hot water tank was 

small, which means that I needed to get wet, turn off the faucet, lather up and shave, and 

then rinse those soap suds down the drain before I ran out of hot water. I did all of this as 

I peered through several cracks in the wall that allowed me to gaze upon the rooftops of 

the neighbouring homes below and the rolling hills of the untouched countryside in the 

distance. Now here is where I need to dismantle stereotypes of a tropical Mexico. I lived 

in an elevated region where temperatures were as low as 2-3 degrees Celsius. I shivered 

in the shower and I could see my breath from my bed in the morning, which is why I 

slept in multiple layers and within my own sleeping bag. It was also necessary to put out 

a series of buckets in my room to collect the rain water that filtered through a series of 



holes in the corrugated fibreglass ceiling. One night I could literally see the sky from my 

bed when my roof flew open because of the high winds, forcing me to place a series of 

bricks on the top to keep it down and grant me some needed rest. 

When I got to Naucalpan in September of 2003 all I had were my backpack and 

my MEC school bag filled with my clothing, books, cosmetics, my first Dell laptop, a 

printer, my first Sony digital camera, a diskman, and some other papers for my research. 

As a student I packed strategically and travelled light, even if I had more possessions than 

the poorest Mexican. I did not own any property at the time, so I did not leave anything 

behind in Canada that needed to be attended to. For little under a year I lived surrounded 

by poverty with limited possessions. It would be a lie to say that I did not miss several 

things about my life in north end St. Catharines, but at the same time I must confess that 

those 10 months in Naucalpan were among the best of my life. Mexican poverty 

infuriated me but it was simultaneously liberating. Having nothing meant I had nothing to 

take care of and I was able to devote myself to my studies, travel, and, of course, to 

finding myself a nice señorita. 

My situation was a major contrast to the family that hosted me. On the other side 

of the rooftop of the church was another room that was not significantly larger than the 

one I was living in. It consisted of two invented spaces that were divided by an upright 

dresser. The one side functioned as the kitchen, jammed pack with a table, chairs, small 

fridge, stove, and other cabinets for cooking utensils. The other side served as a bedroom 

with two beds and a table for the TV. It was in this room that Fidel and Yolanda lived 

with their three boys. They looked after me during my stay, Yolanda preparing wonderful 

meals for me and Fidel showing me the ropes of public transportation. Yolanda took care 

of the boys and cleaned houses in the capital and Fidel, like my father, was a bricklayer. 

But unlike my dad, his profession in Mexico is not well-paid and so he struggled to make 

ends meet for his family despite the cheap living arrangements they had with the church. 

I still remember the night that Fidel almost broke down in tears before me. Desperate to 

make ends meet, he made the decision to go to El Norte (The North = The United States). 

I will never forget the night he left. Although he only had the old MEC daypack I gave 

him, I am sure that he packed it strategically. After he left for the bus station, Yolanda 



remained in bed crying with Carlos Daniel, their youngest and only three at the time. 

They would not see Fidel again until five years later. 

Living in poverty and without many possessions may have been liberating for me, 

but this was certainly not the case for Fidel and Yolanda together with millions of other 

Mexicans who risk their lives for a better economic future in the arms of America. Our 

New Testament reading for today forces us to think about the ways in which colonized 

and formally colonized people are exploited in our quest for material possessions. It also 

provides us with some insight into how we ought to both acquire and take care of these 

earthly goods. This is a common theme in various parts of the gospels, but Luke, more so 

than the other gospel writers, stresses the potential dangers of excessive attachment to 

physical things. He also places more emphasis on the disreputable, the poor, and women 

than Matthew, Mark, or John. In Luke 12:32–40 we find a similar concentration in a 

small section from the Sermon on the Mount and a parable about the home of a rich 

landowner. Both form part of a larger series of teachings, admonishments, and parables in 

Luke’s gospel that Jesus delivers to large crowds, Pharisees, and to his own disciples on 

route to Jerusalem from Galilee. In the passage we are looking at today Jesus specifically 

addresses his disciples, but in the way Luke structures his narrative there is often little 

difference between his message to the inner twelve and the other men and women who 

followed and crowded around him. 

The section from the Sermon on the Mount is a familiar one to us. Jesus tells his 

disciples “not to worry” about life, clothing, food, and the body. In other words, there is 

no need to be anxious about the acquisition of material goods. Instead, Jesus wants his 

disciples to trust in the providence of God, and to make his point he turns to the animal 

and plant kingdoms. He begins with the ravens, birds from the corvid family that make 

no effort to cultivate the lands with elaborate agricultural techniques. They have no 

ploughs, farming equipment, and are ignorant of irrigation. But most importantly for 

Jesus’ point, ravens do not build big barns to house their food even if they store and hide 

it from other predators. They gather everything in the wild, a stark contrast to the rich 

fool in the preceding parable who tore down his barns in order to construct larger storage 

facilities. He wanted to kick back, party hard, and enjoy the easy life only to discover that 

his life was cut short by sudden death. 



After his discourse on the birds, Jesus turns to the lilies of the field, that “do not 

labor or spin.” Lilies are flowering plants that rise up out of the ground from bulbs in 

temperate and sub-tropical regions around the world. They are non-sentient, which means 

they have no desire to keep up with modern fashions. Plants do not need needles, thread, 

looms, crochet hooks, yarn, or any other weaving mechanisms; they do no need 

underwear, pants, shirts, socks, and hats to brave the winter or encounter protection from 

the elements. To drive home his point, Jesus claims that not even Solomon “in all his 

splendor was dressed like one of these.” Some of Luke’s gentile readers might not have 

understood the comparison, but Jesus’ audience and Jewish Christians in the first century 

reading Luke would have been well-versed in Solomon’s fortunes. According to 2 

Chronicles the son of David and Bathsheba was “greater in riches and wisdom than all 

the other kings of the earth.” On an annual basis “everyone who came brought a gift—

articles of silver and gold, and robes, weapons and spices, and horses and mules.” If 

flowers in the garden are better clothed than the wealthiest king of Israel, then worrying 

about one’s apparel was clearly foolish. 

Jesus ends his mini-homily on unnecessary anxiety over food and clothing by 

telling his disciples to, “Sell your possessions and give to the poor.” Instead of 

accumulating mounds of earthly goods in large homes, the disciples were to work 

towards treasures in heaven. Jesus does not specifically tell them what the treasure is, but 

they were to be strategic packers in purses “that will not be exhausted” and “where no 

thief comes near and no moth destroys.” Several people have taken Jesus’ words here 

literally, perhaps the most famous example being Francis of Assisi, that peace-loving, 

animal-evangelizing Italian saint who established a Catholic religious order dedicated to 

poverty and preaching. But Jesus is clearly dealing with hyperbole here because humans 

need possessions to live in most climatic zones. Think about it, if we followed Jesus’ 

words to the letter of the law we would all be completely naked right now. We would not 

be in this building and last night we would have slept under the stars on the dirt or nestled 

along the side of a grassy hill. For breakfast, we would have gathered wild berries or 

other plants with our bare hands. Most forms of hunting and fishing would be out of our 

reach because they normally require weapons or trapping utensils. 



Jesus was certainly not suggesting that his disciples leave everything behind to 

become nomadic gatherers. His own examples betray the very notion. Ravens build nests 

for their eggs to hatch, meaning that they erect homes for themselves and, so to speak, 

own possessions. Not only this, but Jesus grew up as a Palestinian Jew in a home, he 

clearly wore clothing as he preached to the crowds, and he was not averse to eating in the 

homes of Pharisees and tax collectors. One can find many other examples in the gospels 

where Jesus does not condemn the ownership of material goods and property. So if Jesus 

did not tell his disciples to literally get rid of all of their possessions, what was he trying 

to say to them? We know that the itinerant life of the apostles required extensive travels 

throughout Palestine and the larger Roman empire. It appears that Jesus was preparing 

them for their future mission, getting them to pack strategically for the journey ahead. 

Not only this, but we all know that having more things implies more financial resources 

and time to take care of them. Being a disciple meant having different priorities. Having a 

large home with many rooms filled with things would have weighed many of them down 

and distracted them from their mission. Now there are many other practical lessons 

buried in Jesus’ call to pursue treasure in heaven, but I think Luke was trying to 

communicate something important by following this short excerpt from the Sermon on 

the Mount with a parable about a wealthy landowner. Let us briefly review its contents 

and relationship to our ownership of earthly possessions. 

Jesus tells his disciples to be “dressed and ready for service” and that they should 

“keep [their] lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding 

banquet.” There is a shift here in the gospel from strategic packing to strategic planning, 

and Jesus turns to a group of slaves to make this point, a common feature in wealthy 

households throughout the Roman empire. Older translations read that they were to have 

their “loins girded,” which is much closer to the meaning of the text. In first-century 

Palestine men would have worn long flowing robes, which would have been a significant 

hindrance when it came time to perform physical tasks. Tucking their robes into their belt 

or tying them in knots freed them up for manual labour. But “rolling up one’s sleeves,” so 

to speak, would have been virtually useless without proper light. These slaves were to be 

well stocked with oil in order to keep their lamps burning all night. Jesus’ audience in 

Palestine would have used small clay saucers into which they could pour the oil and place 



a wick. Unlike our lightbulbs today which can last for years on end before needing 

replacement, first-century lamps ran out of fuel much quicker. Without a sufficient stock 

of oil on any given night, one would have been forced to rely on only the stars and the 

moon for illumination. 

Now the slaves in the parable needed to gird their loins and monitor their oil to be 

ready for when their master returned. They had to be able to recognize him at the door 

because the owner of the home was at a wedding banquet, and any good party lasts well 

into the night or even into the early morning. The Romans divided the night into four 

watches, so if the master came home at the second or third watch he would have been 

arriving when it was still pitch black out. Slaves throughout the Roman empire would not 

have anticipated a reward for completing any given task, even if it meant burning the 

midnight oil and losing sleep for the master. Hence Jesus surely would have shocked his 

disciples with the bizarre role reversal in the parable. Instead of returning home to be 

served, the master girds up his loins to wait on his slaves. What was Jesus’ point? He was 

demonstrating a particular type of leadership model, foreshadowing when he would wash 

the feet of his disciples during the Last Supper. Not only this, but he wanted his disciple 

to be ready for the future because “the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not 

expect him.” Once again, there are many other moral and spiritual lessons we can derive 

from this parable, but I think it is important to dwell on the institution of slavery for a 

moment to better understand what Jesus was trying to say to his disciples. 

Slaves were a common feature of the Roman empire, so common that owning 

another human being as you would a piece of land, a home, a cow, or even your kitchen 

table was seen as normal. So as the Roman empire expanded, the institution of slavery 

grew along with it. Here is where it is necessary to draw upon the basic distinction 

historians make between societies with slaves and slave societies. In a society with slaves 

one can find slaves in a variety of different occupations, but they are not the primary 

labour pool. By contrast, in slave societies most agricultural and domestic tasks are 

largely performed by slaves and not by free-wage labourers. To get a sense of the 

magnitude, historians estimate that there were between 2-3 million slaves throughout the 

Roman empire, which was a total of 35-40 percent of the population. These numbers 

increased through conquest, conscription, and the development of a rich landholding 



class. Whenever the Romans conquered new territories they enslaved their enemies and 

sold them in the marketplace. To continue expanding the empire they needed to conscript 

men into their armies, which means slaves began to perform labour to produce the 

agricultural surplus needed for their soldiers and their growing cities. And as the empire 

spread a small number of aristocrats acquired large landholdings and they looked to 

acquire slaves—some owning as many as 4000—to till their soil, perform domestic tasks, 

and to demonstrate their wealth and social stature. In sum, the war machine increased 

slavery and pushed peasant farmers off the land. 

 Now while slavery was much more common in Italy than it was in other regions 

of the Roman empire, it was still a part of the social fabric in Palestine and accepted as a 

fact of life. The Israelites owned their own slaves as did many early Christians. In fact, 

slavery was so normal that both Jews and Christians used the institution as a metaphor to 

understand their relationship to the divine. In the same way that slaves were to be 

submissive to their masters, men and women were to render their obedience unto God. 

But what jars the modern reader is not so much the prevalence of slavery in the New 

Testament as it is the lack of condemnation against an institution that transformed people 

into possessions. In the gospels Jesus does not specifically condemn slavery, but he 

provides no justification for it either. But even if he does not take a specific stance 

against slavery, his teachings certainly lean in this direction. I might not be entirely 

correct, but I think that Jesus’ teaching on possessions is related to the role reversal in the 

parable of the rich landowner. Or at least Luke was trying to communicate something by 

placing these two series of Jesus’ teachings side-by-side in his narrative. 

 As far as we know none of the disciples owned slaves, so when Jesus told them to 

sell their possessions he might not have been referring to people (slaves) as well. But 

what about Luke’s readers? They were primarily gentiles and several would have been 

slave owners. When they counted their possessions they surely would have thought about 

their slaves together with their other assets. How would they have thought about 

downsizing their human property (selling their possessions to give to the poor) and 

serving their slaves? Would they have even made the connection I am making? 

Regardless of how they received Jesus’ message, I think that once the context of slavery 

in the Roman empire is taken into perspective one can see that the acquisition of 



possessions in the first century was often linked to the enslavement of men and women. 

Now at this point you might be questioning the relevance of my detour into slavery and 

the heart of the Roman empire. After all, we live in a world where slavery has been 

legally abolished and empire has supposedly faded as a result of decolonization. Why 

bring up these themes on a Sunday morning? A nice sermon about decluttering by giving 

a few things to the benefit shop would have been more than sufficient. 

 Well we unfortunately live in a world where slavery still exists even if it is not 

recognized by the law. The United Nations calls this “modern slavery,” and there are 

estimates that as many as 27 million people still live as slaves through various forms of 

human trafficking, including sex workers, domestic workers, and others in various forms 

of bonded labour. Often times “modern slaves” work for multinational corporations, 

which means that some of the clothes, electronics, and manufactured goods we buy has 

been produced through slave labour. Our accumulation of possessions, then, is still linked 

to practices of slavery in a global age where big businesses carve out their own economic 

empires that are fuelled by territorial acquisition and human exploitation. Sound familiar? 

Jesus was a prophet in his time and lived and preached in a land under Roman 

occupation. When he told his disciples to sell their possessions I am convinced that he 

wanted them to do more than simply give material goods to people in need. The only way 

we can become unattached to our earthly possessions is when people in bondage are 

liberated, when masters wait on their own tables. This is the true treasure in heaven that 

Jesus was trying to get his disciples to think about. It is the treasure that would keep men 

like Fidel from having to pack strategically. Amen. 

 


