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Sermon: “Open and Empty” 

Delivered by Dr. Mack Sigmon, Trinity Presbyterian Church, on 08/11/19 

 

     Every once in a while, “empty safe” or “empty vault” stories emerge in the media, the 

most famous probably being the one involving reporter Geraldo Rivera and Al Capone’s 

vault, which turned out to be hilariously empty after endless hype by Rivera and his 

network.  Another similar story recently occurred in Alberta, Canada, in the small town of 

Vermilion. In the basement of the local museum, an old hotel safe had been sitting in a 

corner of the museum for over 50 years. The town had tried many times to open it, 

bringing in professional locksmiths and safecrackers, but the conclusion was always the 

same – without the combination, the lock was simply too old to open by other means. 

     The townspeople of Vermilion had always speculated about what might be in the 

mysterious safe, imagining everything from gold, to jewels, to even a mummified body, but 

the mystery persisted – until a tourist came to visit the museum with his family. The 

tourist, a machinist and welder from Ft. McMurray, Alberta, heard the story of the safe on 

the tour of the museum, and thought it would be a great joke to get a picture of him posing 

beside his children as a safecracker. As his family and the tour guide looked on, he kneeled 

before the safe, noticing that the numbers on the dial went from 0 to 60. Just for a lark, he 

chose the combination 20 3xright, 40 2xleft, and 60 1xright, and grabbed the handle. The 

door cracked open, and suddenly everyone in the museum gathered around to see the 

“fantastic” contents – a pile of dust, and two receipts from a restaurant. One of the 

museum volunteers was quoted by the CBC: ““We were hoping there were gold bars or 
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sacks of gold or something, but at least the mystery was answered. The safe may be empty, 

but it is open.” 

     Valuable things have a tendency to find themselves and owner one way or the other, 

which historically has led to a lot of disappointment for a lot of people, and yet the 

disappointment is felt for a very good reason – we want to lock away the things we value 

from the rest of the world. This possessiveness of human nature not only applies to things, 

but to people. A modern example of this phenomenon is “the empty nest” syndrome 

experienced by so many parents and caregivers, which some families are about to 

experience in the next few weeks as their children leave home for college.  

     Think about how much emotion, time, and money is invested in our children. It is 

natural for parents to take ownership over the lives they have nurtured, but at some point, 

there is a reckoning as the child becomes an adult and separates her or himself from their 

family of origin. That separation can become a major emotional crisis for caregivers who 

have centered their lives on raising their children for several decades, usually expressed in 

5 symptoms – a loss of purpose, frustration over lack of control, emotional distress, marital 

stress, and increased insecurity and anxiety. As one family counselor explained – “An 

empty nest leaves an empty heart.”   

     While “open and empty” may be disappointing for those who seek earthly treasure or 

security, Jesus teaches a completely different way of life in the gospel of Luke. This lesson is 

initiated by a question Jesus received from someone in the crowd of listeners earlier in this 

chapter: “‘Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.” In the 

tradition of first century Israel, religious leaders had the power to make legal decisions for 

individuals or families, and so the request to a popular rabbi such as Jesus of Nazareth 
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would not be unexpected; but instead of  providing a wise rabbinical judgement in this 

legal situation, Jesus gives a Messianic answer – an answer that focuses on the wealth of 

kingdoms of the earth as compared to wealth of the kingdom of God. 

     After telling a parable about a rich fool who died after locking away all of his wealth, 

Jesus teaches that the security of God as a complete contradiction to the security of 

humanity. For humanity, security is established by wealth and possessions, but the security 

of God is one of love, freely given by God for those who have given their lives to the 

Messiah: “‘Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the 

kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear 

out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. For 

where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 

     The irony of Christ’s words still ring true after 2000 years, as we see the total insecurity 

of wealth in figures such as Jeffrey Epstein and those with whom he consorted. Setting 

aside the political aspects of this story (if that’s possible,) Epstein’s horrible life and deeds 

remind us that wealth is not a sign of one’s status with God. Yet, that is exactly what many 

people believed in the time of Christ, as many still do today.   

     Jesus tells his followers that the promise of God is not defined by full bank accounts, 

safes, or houses, but by a fullness of time – a time not measured in minutes, days, and 

hours, but by the fulfillment of God’s plan for those who follow Christ: “Be dressed for 

action and have your lamps lit; be like those who are waiting for their master to return 

from the wedding banquet, so that they may open the door for him as soon as he comes and 

knocks. Blessed are those slaves whom the master finds alert when he comes; truly I tell 

you, he will fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat, and he will come and serve them. 
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If he comes during the middle of the night, or near dawn, and finds them so, blessed are 

those slaves…You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected 

hour.” 

     In my church school class this summer we have been watching a video study on ways to 

animate our faith, being led by seven contemporary Christian leaders sharing with us how 

they have done so in their churches. One of them, a pastor and author named Mark 

Scandrette, told us how he changed the whole notion of sacrificial giving in his San 

Francisco congregation, and gave a humorous example of this transformation from his own 

life: “When my congregation and I were experimenting with a radical way of giving to 

those who are in need, I stumbled upon my collection of Hummel figurines. I started 

collecting them when I was a teenager because my Mama told me they were going to 

become worth a lot of money someday if I saved them. So I had to think, ‘Should I hold on 

to these things collecting dust or liberate this resource to help some of the poorest people in 

the world. What’s the Jesus way?’ So I put them up on Ebay and what I discovered, 

somewhat to my dismay, is that they weren’t worth anymore than I had paid for them in 

1983.” Scandretti went on to acknowledging that in selling the treasure of his collection and 

giving it to the hungry in his community, he did not change poverty in the world,  “but” he 

said, “it did change me. By risking action, the true condition of my heart was revealed.” 

    This is the great risk that Jesus invites all who believe in him to take when he says, “‘Be 

dressed for action and have your lamps lit.” In his lesson to his disciples, Jesus emphasizes 

two important facts about his promised return: first, that he will return - the bridegroom 

will come and gather the bride, the church, to him for an unending celebration; second, the 

time of his return is uncertain, which lays a responsibility on his church to be ready.  
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     The church is not a vault filled with saved souls waiting to be lifted up into heaven. 

Instead, the church is a houseful of servants, with responsibilities and duties to fulfill in 

anticipation of our spiritual master’s return. This morning the church of Jesus Christ is in 

here as we gather to worship, but where is the church when this room is empty? Hopefully, 

it is out in the world wherever we are – it is out in the world filling empty stomachs with 

food; filling empty hearts with love; filling empty and grieving lives with hope. In the world 

an empty nest is a source of anxiety, frustration, and pain, but Christ emptied himself upon 

the cross that his house might become an empty nest people who take the love of the 

Messiah into every life that we encounter, be it near or far. 

     Henri Nouwen wrote this beautiful prayer which, for me, sums up Christ’s call that we 

make ourselves open and empty in the sharing of God’s love. Let us pray it now: 

“Dear God, 

I am so afraid to open my clenched fists! 

Who will I be when I have nothing left to hold on to? 

Who will I be when I stand before you with empty hands? 

Please help me to gradually open my hands 

and to discover that I am not what I own, 

but what you want to give me. Amen.” 

       

      


