Pastor Tony Campolo tells a story from his youth growing up in Philadelphia.1 The night before Halloween was known as Mischief Night. One year, Tony and his best friend devised the perfect Mischief Night prank. They planned break into the local five-and-ten store, not to steal, but to swap the price tags on as many items as they could. They imagined the confusion when the staff opened the store, and customers arrived to find transistor radios selling for 25-cents and bobby pins for $5 each. What delicious chaos that would be, what delightful anarchy! They never carried out the prank, but they had a lot of fun scheming.

Tony uses this story to illustrate the point that some evil power in our world breaks into our lives and changes the price tags on everything. We are all living in turmoil because of this prank. There is tremendous confusion about which things in our world have real value, and which are just shiny trinkets. Too often we go in search of things that are worthless in God’s great spiritual economy. God’s values, the prophet teaches, are fundamentally different from ours: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8-9). God’s way is to offer “wine and milk without money and without price.”

This passage is a warning about misplaced worship, or what Christian theology names as idolatry. The people and things to which we pledge our allegiance instead of God are our idols. The stories of the Hebrew Scriptures are filled with very physical sorts of idols from the golden calf of the wilderness wanderings to the clay fertility goddesses of the Canaanite people. In the New Testament, Paul addresses the problem of “food offered to idols” in the pagan temples (1 Corinthians 8-10), and we know from our church history how so many early Christians were sent to the lions in the Roman Coliseum because they refused to bow to the looming statue of the emperor in the public square. 

The word “idolatry” may sound old-fashioned, but the reformer John Calvin says human beings are “a perpetual factory of idols.”2 The idols that tempt us today are far more subtle than the gaudy, gilded statues of gods or emperors but they are still very much a part of our world. The fancy car. The upscale home. The designer clothes. The desired lifestyle. The corner office. In short, if you see it endorsed in a TV commercial, it can be an idol.

There is even a TV show, not a game show, but a competition, that unapologetically glorifies idolatry. It is, of course, American Idol. Contestants audition to be the next star singer, magician, gymnast, or comedian. A panel of judges rates each contestant’s performance. Contestants dream of becoming entertainment “idols,” not carved in stone, but the objects of fame and fortune, which are the real American idols.
A contemporary definition of idolatry states: “Idolatry is worshiping anything that ought to be used or using anything that ought to be worshiped.” The chief among such objects of adoration is the idol of money. We all know it’s true, but we still thirst for it. It is not that the money itself is somehow tainted, or that there is some evil energy woven into the fibers of a $20 bill. The famous Bible quote from 1 Timothy says it is “the love of money” that is “the root of all kinds of evil,” not the money itself (v. 6:10). Money is morally neutral, neither good, nor evil. Money is a highly useful tool for complex economies. The trouble comes when we look upon money as something with power to save us, which it can never do. The job of Savior is filled, and not by Washington, Lincoln, Hamilton, Jackson, Grant, or Franklin. 

In his classic work, The Wealth of Nations, the 18th century Scottish economist Adam Smith, depicts how the economy works by referring to “the invisible hand of the market.” Smith believed that even when individuals make financial decisions purely to advance their own selfish interests, a benevolent market somehow provides a guiding hand, governing human affairs. Thus, the free market brings some measure of good to all people. Smith’s theory makes the market into some sort of sentient being, an economic deity constantly tweaking and rebalancing, to keep the economy from spinning into chaos. Given how many times the Hebrew Scriptures, especially the Psalms, speak of “the hand of the Lord,” Smith’s invisible hand of the market sounds eerie, if not downright idolatrous.

“Do not put your trust in princes, in mortals, in whom there is no help,” says Psalm 146. “When their breath departs, they return to the earth; on that very day their plans perish (vv. 3-4). We have no princes in the United States, but we might add to that list bankers, brokers, economists, hedge fund managers, and other captains of industry. These occupations deserve no special criticism; those who pursue them are as vulnerable to money idolatry as any other human being. “Happy are those,” the psalm continues, “whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord their God, who made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them; who keeps faith forever…” (Psalm 146:5-6).

 “God…who keeps faith forever,” says the psalmist. Anyone who ever served as executor for a relative’s estate knows that, although the mortal life has ended, the wealth lives on, distributed according to the wishes of the deceased (less any outstanding debts). Unless a banknote happens to fall into a fire, money never dies. It lives on in the hands of the beneficiaries, passing from hand to hand, from one person to another, forever.

There is a philosophical lesson to be learned in all this, summed up in the popular adage, “You can’t take it with you.” Pundits say you never see a hearse pulling a U-Haul. We are all going to come to the place, one day, where every dollar of wealth, every achievement or award, every accolade of fame will fall by the wayside. Such treasures will no longer have any value to us. We enter this world with nothing, and we leave with nothing; and yet we vigorously try to fool ourselves into thinking this is not the case! We foolishly pretend that we are somehow as immortal as the money we accumulate! We ascribe so much power to that false deity, the market, whose invisible hand we honor in this world, but which has no power whatsoever, or any existence in the world to come.

The voice of the prophet comes to us, then, as a voice from another world. One day, when each of us lands on that far shore, thirsty and weary, having abandoned our treasures to those who come after, this is the cry we will hear: “Hear, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters…Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price” (Isaiah 55:1).

This will be a completely new economy, far different than any we have ever known! But here’s the thing: it already exists! Jesus spent much of his energy proclaiming that the reign of God is not something that exists in the far-off, distant future, in the “sweet by and by,” but is already breaking into this world of ours. Perhaps, as the truth of Isaiah’s prophetic vision dawns upon us we will find the courage to loosen our grip on some of the golden treasures we grasp so tenaciously. Perhaps we will allow ourselves to be guided not by the invisible hand of the market, but by that other invisible hand, the generous hand of a big-hearted God who, in Jesus Christ, gives us the most extravagant gifts of all: forgiveness and new life and eternal life.

Tish Harrison Warren writes: “The idea of idolatry is not, necessarily, having false gods that we can name — or sculpt, for that matter. Instead, it is a term for disordered love. It describes a devotion to even good things that is excessive or obsessive.…The false gods of power promise to keep us safe and make us strong. That is why we love them. Yet what they deliver is more and more death. This is how idols work.”3 So, stop worshipping the idols that fail; worship instead, the One True God who promises life and love, wine and milk without money and without price, new life now and eternal life forevermore.

Prayer: Lord, we come to you, acknowledging our thirst for righteousness and your abundant provision. We ask that you draw us to your living waters, that we may turn from our wicked ways and thoughts and find forgiveness and renewal in you. Guide us to walk in your paths, for your ways are higher than our ways, and your thoughts are beyond our understanding. In Jesus' name, Amen.
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Think back to your childhood. Do you remember the pleasures of being sick on a school day? Not too sick, of course. Just sick enough to spike a degree or two of fever. If you could show your parents a slight temperature on the thermometer, you could stay home from school. In the days before on demand entertainment, daytime TV was a revelation. Daytime TV belonged to soap operas and game shows.

A popular game show was Let’s Make a Deal with Monty Hall. Winning contestants chose their prize blindly from whatever was behind door number one, door number two, or door number three. Lucky contestants received a Hawaiian vacation, a living room set, or a new car. Contestants who chose poorly got a gag gift like a goat, or a giant moose head, or a fur covered garbage can. There was also The Price is Right with Bob Barker. Contestants could win a shopping spree and be turned loose in a room full of merchandise to grab whatever they could in 60 seconds! To a kid, the idea of a shopping spree was fascinating; the dream of filling a shopping cart without forking over any cash was wondrous. The shopping spree was a momentary suspension of the law of supply and demand.

Curiously, the prophet Isaiah describes a similar shopping spree: “Hear, everyone who thirsts; come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price” (Isaiah 55:1). Isaiah is writing for exiles, the once elite citizens of the kingdom of Judah, whom the Babylonians conquered and hauled off as slaves. The Judean exiles are not in prison, exactly. They were free to come and go within the walls of the imperial city. They were permitted to set up small businesses or take up a trade. Their senior leaders were even invited, on occasion, to feast with the king in his banquet hall. But a gilded cage is still a cage. None of them starved, but they were not well-off, either; neither could they return home. The Babylonians had subtle ways of reminding the Judeans that they were second-class citizens. 

So, when Isaiah, the great prophet of hope, spins for them this mad yarn of buying “wine and milk without money and without price” it sounds pretty good to dispirited ears. What is remarkable about Isaiah’s vision is that he promises the Judean exiles more than leaving poverty behind and regaining what was lost. He promises them a new economy where the usual laws are suspended. Wine and milk without money, without price! There is abundance for all, by the grace of God!

