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…As quietly as I could, I finally got out of bed. I put on my robe and went downstairs to the kitchen. When I turned on the light, I saw that Ernie was staring at me, that enigmatic smile on his lips. I removed his head and took a cookie from his belly, poured myself a mug of milk, and sat at the kitchen table. 
“You ever wanted to kill anybody, Ernie?” I asked. I took a bite of the cookie, and a sip of the milk. “Wanting to and doing are very different things, let me tell you.” 
His face didn’t change…and for the first time ever, I hated Ernie. 
I heard a discreet cough and turned to find my sister-in-law in robe and slippers, standing in the kitchen doorway. 
“Okay if I join you?” she asked. 
“Be my guest,” I said without enthusiasm. 
She skipped the milk and cookie and took a chair beside me. I thought she would talk to me, try to offer some words of comfort, maybe advice. If she did that, I was ready to just get up and leave. But it wasn’t me she talked to. 
“You look a little bewildered tonight, Ernie,” she said to the cookie jar. “What’s on your mind?” 
She waited, then nodded as if he’d answered her. 
“[Stinks], huh?” she said. 
Despite myself, I wondered what she’d imagined him saying. 
She nodded at the cookie jar. “I understand. You give and give and give and what do you get in the end? All your cookies are gone, and all you have in an empty belly and you get no thanks. I agree. It [stinks].” 
She cocked her head as if listening, then said as if in reply, “I’ve never heard you complain before. And I don’t want to be callous, but wasn’t that what you were made for?” 
I was the one who broke the silence that followed. “You don’t owe her an answer, Ernie.” 
“I wasn’t really expecting an answer,” she said to the cookie jar. “But since I’m the one who filled you up time and again for so many years, I feel a pretty deep connection with you. We’ve shared so much together, together watched a lot of water go under the bridge. You often gave me good advice and, once in a while, I returned the favor.” 
“He doesn’t need your advice.” 
“I wasn’t planning on offering any. But, Ernie, do you remember that time years ago after my sister died and I looked at you and you seemed to be smirking at me, making light of my grief? And I picked you up in anger and was ready to throw you against a wall? Remember that? And you do remember who saved you? Yeah, it was this lummox sitting next to me. He took you from my angry hands and set you back safely on the counter, then, despite his own grief, he took me in his arms and gave me comfort. He saved your [butt] that day, Ernie. And mine.” 
We both sat quietly for a while. 
“You give and give and give,” [she] said. “But when you’re empty, how do you fill yourself back up? How do you prepare to go back to giving, which is what you were made for?” 
I looked at her and watcher her shake her head sadly. 
“Oh Ernie,” she said, “I wish I knew.” 
She stood up as if to leave. 
“Rose,” I said. 
She waited. 
“I made a promise to a dead man, but with everything that’s in my heart, all these dark thoughts, I don’t know if I can keep that promise.” 
She studied my face, then turned to the face on the cookie jar. “What do you think, Ernie?”  She listened, then nodded. “I think so, too.” 
She leaned and kissed the top of my head. “Good night, Cork. Good night, Ernie,” she murmured, and walked away. 
I don’t know if a cookie jar from a fictional novel is a good entry point into these scriptures or not, but even if this story from William Kent Krueger’s book, God’s Country doesn’t help you understand these scriptures or my sermon, perhaps they’ll get you thinking about what you do with hurt, anger, sadness, grief, feeling empty, feeling as if you give and give without receiving…or a host of other thoughts. The beauty of fictional novels, besides being a good story (and the Cork O’Connor series from Krueger is amazing!), they also give us insight into ourselves. Today, I hope they give us insight into these scriptures. One, I believe, is a little more personal. The other is a little more communal. Together, they get to the heart of the matter about personal lifestyle choices and about the heart of the community. Let’s dive in. 
We don’t read from the book of Proverbs very often. But Proverbs, according to a commentary written by Rev. Barbara J. Essex, “has a lot to say about living one’s best life. Too often living a good life focuses on accumulating wealth and goods. Proverbs—and Jesus—teaches that a good life is much more than hoarding money and things.” 
Do you remember the phrase, “Keeping up with the Joneses”? I don’t know how much people use that phrase anymore, but it originated as the title for a 1913 comic strip by Arthur R. “Pop” Momand, which has become an idiom for an obsession with social climbing and materialism. I don’t have to tell you about how that has become a problem in our society. How long it has been a problem can be debated, but today it is especially problematic, driven by the use of social media. “Today, keeping up with the Joneses has given way to imitating the lives of influencers on social media. Facebook, Instagram, X/Twitter, TikTok, and other online platforms project the good life through carefully selected goods and services for “the” desired lifestyle.”  The problem is the same. People keep buying more and more things chasing the elusive “perfect” life. In the words of Essex, “Whatever one currently has is just not good enough—so viewers stand in line for hours to upgrade their phones, spend exorbitant amounts to add items to their wardrobes, and pay outlandish prices for luxurious vacations, in an effort to match trends seen on social media.” 
Either way, both keeping up with the Joneses, or today’s social media influencers, lead to lifestyles that hide their toll on a person or family to keep up and surpass others. “Behind the images, the Joneses, may be drowning in debt, working multiple jobs to keep up appearances, and so focused on making money that relationships suffer from neglect. Behind the scenes of the curated lifestyle, the influencer may have few genuine relationships, may be hounded by stalkers, and are hypervigilant about scouting out the newest, greatest things. It’s an endless quest leading to financial strain, debt, and dissatisfaction; fueling more consumerism; undermining contentment and gratitude; and raising questions about identity, values, and the search for meaning beyond material wealth.” 
The cycle of endless consumption and accumulation is as old as time and is evolving every minute. While corporations, advertising, and marketing strategies urge us—some would even say, compel—us to buy, buy, buy, it is human nature to question if that is all there is. The book of Proverbs seeks to answer that question. 
There’s a lot to say about the origin and make up of the book of Proverbs, but in short, Proverbs is a part of the Wisdom tradition of our Hebrew Bible. The Wisdom tradition responds to some of life’s most pressing concerns, offering practical advice and insights. Dr. Ellen Davis reminds us, “The proverbs are spiritual guides for ordinary people, on an ordinary day, when water does not pour forth from rocks and angels do not come to lunch.” 
“At the center of the book of Provers is a profound and unshakable reverence for God—recognizing that God is the creator and sustainer of all life. The Book of Proverbs declares that pursuing wisdom leads to longevity, wealth, esteem in the eyes of others, and a healthy respect for others…Despite the optimism that is woven through Proverbs, the path of wisdom does not presume there will always be sunshine and roses. Wisdom’s teachers (sages, elders, parents, teachers, scribes) keenly understand that devotion to God and obeying God’s commandments will not exempt one from trials, tribulations, troubles, or hardships. Life can complex and unpredictable. The sages are wise enough to know that no one is excused from the harsh realities of life…Still, a good life is available because it consists of living with integrity which includes honoring God with one’s life and one’s resources.” 
At the core, the book of Proverbs is a little like Ernie. It gives advice when advice is sought, but it also recognizes that advice is not always called for. Living a life of integrity…doing what is ours to do, called to live our best lives…and do all we can to help others do likewise. That is about each of us as individuals. 
Even though it would make a shorter sermon if we stopped there, it is critical to biblical faith that individual wisdom, purpose, and action also has a communal aspect. The Prophet Joel—confusing to say the least—helps us consider what our community is for. In short, Joel reminds us that it is all about the heart of the community. 
Really quickly, the prophet is not talking about a specific situation. All the author does in the first chapter is describe a swarm of locusts destroying everything. There is no connection to the plagues in Exodus. In fact, Joel never tells us any specifics about why their message is needed. There is also no mention of how the community actually responded.Rev. Sarah Kingsbery reminds us, “The lack of specifics—no named king or region, no specific sin or communal failing—is intentional. The described crisis of locust plague and destruction is an invitation to consider when the reader has had a similar experience of destruction, suffering, or woe. The hearers of Joel’s message at any time are invited to turn to God, personally and liturgically as a community, during any crisis they experience…” 
She continues, “It doesn’t take much imagination to call to mind other places that have been brought to ruin by national disaster, war, genocide, greed, or human exploitation. Whether it’s one family home or an entire country, a single town or a broad geographical region, such destruction has ripple effects.”  In the book of Joel, the locusts affected everything. I’m saying that our inability as a culture to follow the wisdom literature often leads to the very same wholesale destruction that is around us. The call is for individuals to pursue wisdom, and collectively to use that wisdom for the good of all in the community. There is little that is more countercultural than that call. 
“What we do as a community when we are suffering and struggling is as important as what we do when we are not in the depths of despair or overwhelmed by crisis.”  The point is that the prophet is calling for solidarity. “Joel invites those who may not fully grasp the depth of a crisis to stand in solidarity with those who cannot escape it.” 
Someday I would like to spend more time on the book of Joel as it offers a lot for us that we miss if we get caught up in the problem of the locusts and all the destruction. The point of the story is that we work together for the flourishing of all. This is at the heart of stewardship of time, talent, and treasure. We use what we have to support one another in our search for wisdom, and at the same time, to work as community when plagued by destructive forces. 
I fear that many around the world have lost both of these focal points. Increasing individualism has led more to the acquiring of goods to project outward strength, which is only covering up inward emptiness. This transfers to our communities and our nation and our world when we are so busy with our false projections that we fail to see the wisdom that comes from working together, especially in a world facing massive destruction on a variety of levels. Christian people are called to learn from our sacred scriptures wisdom…which often comes from what Joel calls a “rending of the heart,” which really is about doing more than a show (like rending of clothing would do) and instead to rend our hearts, our minds, our thoughts, and our very being to change to something much more lasting. The Christian call is to go deeper. 
And if conversations with a trusted family member or friend—or even a cookie jar—lead us to be wiser, then so be it. Our whole world depends on all of us doing more than just being imitators or projecting a false self. We are called to rend our minds, our hearts and to seek the depths of wisdom. The one that we would imitate most is Jesus Christ. And maybe we’d be better off imitating him, than the latest social media influencer. 
In the many blessed names of God. Amen. 

