Your house is on fire. You can only save one thing. What would it be? If you have time to think about it, which I suppose is unlikely, but let's suppose you do and let's assume all the people who live in the house get out alive, my guess is you would choose something that couldn't possibly be replaced on the insurance. Something that was precious not necessarily because it costs a lot of money but because it is in some way irreplaceable. So, it might be your record collection, some piece of furniture or an ornament that had been passed down to you through the generations. I think we would save our photo albums. They are worth nothing to anyone else or to a loss adjuster but to us they are bearers of precious memories. The memories might remain but the photographs themselves are irreplaceable.

What are the things that you consider to be most precious? Ultimately, whilst we like our things, our cars, computers, flat screen TVs and other consumer goods, we know that the things that are most precious are not material objects that could be, if we have the money, be replaced. No, the things that are most important to us are things associated with those we love, our friends and our families. Things to do with memory, love, time, friendship and shared lives.
One of my favourite photographs is a picture taken just over 18 years ago at Stepping Hill Hospital in Stockport. All our children were born in that hospital, but this photo shows me lying next to Sam our first child, just a few days old. In fact, both of us look a good deal younger in this particular photograph. Every parent knows as an objective fact beyond dispute that their newly born child is the most beautiful, perfect, handsome baby that has ever been born. It has to be that way. You can call it a product of evolution or just say, that God has made the world in such a way that parents are designed to love and care for their children.
 Children need to know that they are precious to their parents. This need to know that we are precious doesn't end when we grow up. We all of us need to know from somewhere and from someone, that we count. But that is not the sermon that I want to preach this morning, important though I believe this is. Instead, as we think a little bit more about giving, I want to suggest that there is always a danger that our attachment to things or to people or places can become a distraction from our discipleship as Christian people. When something (or somebody) becomes so precious to us that it or they become more precious than God himself, then we slip into a kind of idolatry, something we were pondering only a few weeks ago when we thought about the second commandment, an idolatry becomes destructive to us and to others. I don't want to say that we should not love and enjoy the gifts of God's creation nor that we shouldn't love our families and friends. Of course we can and must. But when our enjoyment of and love for these things becomes greater than our love for God then we are in danger of worshipping an idol. Being detached from the things of this world does not mean that we are cold, unfeeling or puritanical. Actually, I think we will find that when we are able to have some detachment from things we consider precious we are able to be more loving not less. Being detached from these things means by putting God first, we put everything else into its right perspective.

I think the story for today helps us with this, the story of the presentation of Christ in the temple from Luke's gospel. Jesus is brought to the temple by his proud parents to be presented to God. He is only a few days old. To Mary and Joseph he is the most beautiful baby in the world. But what does the law of God require?
Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”).

Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord. Every firstborn male -  and Jesus is Mary and Joseph's firstborn -  is to be "set apart", devoted to the Lord. What did this mean in practice? Perhaps, somewhere in the dim and distant past some firstborn children did actually enter some kind of priestly service in the temple. Something like this seems to happen to Hannah's child, Samuel, in the Old Testament. But what usually took place was a "redemption". The family paid five shekels to the temple so "buying back" their son. Now, Luke does not mention whether or not these five shekels were paid by Mary and Joseph for Jesus. Perhaps they were or, perhaps, by not mentioning the payment, Luke means us to understand that in some way this child was never bought back but remained "consecrated the Lord", one who belonged to God. Either way, this dedication of the firstborn child to God was a reminder that children are not our possession but always a gift from God. When Mary and Joseph present their son to God in the temple they are reminded that all things come from God and of his own do we give him. That includes the things that most precious to us. This includes their beautiful baby boy.

Of course, they get to keep Jesus. They have responsibilities as parents. They, in one sense, are given back the sacred task of caring for this child on God's behalf. But they do not own this child. It is made clear that he is not their possession but rather God's gift to be treasured and cherished for God's sake. It is always a temptation to grasp hold too tightly the things that matter to us and in so doing we forget that they are a gift and not an entitlement. Our children, our friends, our homes, our health, our resources, our possessions, all these things, if we have them, are gifts from God. We live in a culture which is very keen to assert its rights, particularly its right to ownership. This is mine, I deserve it, and I will defend my possession of it to the death. Such attachment to the things of this world, however good and beautiful they are of themselves, is just a kind of idolatry and is in danger of leading us to live distorted, narrow lives. 
We can see this in the figure of the Gollum in JRR Tolkien's the Lord of the Rings. The Gollum used to be a hobbit but after discovering the magical ring he becomes obsessed with its power and is transformed into a wretched and broken creature with a divided and disintegrated personality. He can remember his better nature but is consumed by his attachment to what he calls "my precious", the magical ring. He becomes hollowed out and wasted. The Gollum is a striking, if extreme,  picture of what happens to us when we become too attached to our precious things.
Gollum is bad case but we may know of parents who cannot let their children go, whose treasuring of their children has transformed itself into a kind of possessive need to control and own that makes them, and their children, miserable. In fact, the most loving thing we can do for other people is recognise that they are not ours to own or control. However much we love them and because we love them we recognise that they belong ultimately to God and not to us. It is the beginning of wisdom to recognise that all things, and that means all things, come from God and are his gift to be treasured but not to the point at which they become our god, our idol. Because the best things, the most beautiful, precious things to us make the best idols because how can it not be right to grasp hold of things that are beautiful and precious?  And when these things become our gods, attachment of this sort leads to a kind of acceptable selfishness. I will do anything for my children, or my friends, or my family regardless of any wider impact it may have on other people's children, friends or families. Regardless too that these things have subtly displaced God in our hearts.
So what is all this to do with the theme of our past couple of Sundays, that of giving? Joseph and Mary, according to the law, presented that which was most precious to them, their firstborn child,  back to God. In so doing, they recognised it's all gift. They recognised that love is not about possession but about the willingness to let go even of the things that have become precious to us. Mary and Joseph will have a similar experience 12 years later when they lose Jesus on a trip to Jerusalem and find him again in the temple. What Jesus says to his mum and dad may strike us as a little harsh, "Didn't you know that I had to be in my Father's house?" We're told that they didn't understand his words but 20 or so years later, standing at the foot of the cross, Mary did begin to understand as she lost to a cruel death, for the sake of the world, the one most precious to her.

It is only when we can discover in ourselves this sense of detachment from all things other than the love of God that we can truly begin to love and to give. If we believe that what we have is our entitlement, our possession, then it will be extremely difficult for us to respond with overflowing joy and rich generosity. Instead,  good things, beautiful things, the enjoyment of the material gifts God gives or the love of the people with whom we share our lives, becomes  bad things;  a kind of licensed selfishness, an acceptable idol. When we see life as fundamentally a gift them we will find it easier to give because we will have lost that sense of possession and entitlement.

Now this leads to some pretty radical thinking. Let me give you one example that really challenges me. How about this?
The bread in your cupboard belongs to the hungry man; the coat hanging in your closet belongs to the man who needs it; the shoes rotting in your closet belong to the man who has no shoes; the money which you put into the bank belongs to the poor. 
Who is this radical talk come from? Is it Karl Marx? Martin Luther King, perhaps? Desmond Tutu? Well no, it comes from St Basil the Great, the fourth century Bishop of Caesarea and he's writing not only about our responsibilities to the poor but also about our own attitude towards the things we have. They are not in one sense "ours" but God's and should be used for God's purposes not our own. If you have two shirts, someone has said, you have stolen one from the poor. We can get so hooked in to ownership and possession and forget the giftedness of all that we have. It is not that we should despise or reject the things that God has given. That way lies a rather grim, puritanical spirit. We should have enough but beyond that we can learn to sit so light to the things of this world because our treasure is in heaven. so that it comes naturally to us to give. As Jesus is presented in the temple today, today we present ourselves, all we have and all that we are, for God to use in his service of love.
