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“How much land does a man need?”  In a short story by that name, the Russian author Leo Tolstoy tells of Pahom, a peasant who’d always dreamed of owning his own land.  He hears of a country where a man can own as much as he can walk off in a day; the only requirement is that he return by the time the sun sets to the place where he started at dawn.


Pahom travels to that country and sets out on his walk at dawn.  He is just about to turn around at noon when he spies a particularly fair valley ahead.  Just beyond that valley he finds an even nicer place.  So it is well into the afternoon before he turns and starts running back toward the starting point.  Will he make it?  He pushes himself to the limit and beyond as he struggles to reach the place from which he set off that morning.  Just as the sun disappears, he arrives at the starting place—only to collapse and die from exertion.


How much land does a man need?”  Ultimately he only needs a body-sized rectangle six feet deep!


The greed for land is a timeless one, known already in Ancient Israel, as the story of King Ahab and Naboth’s vineyard grimly reminds us.


There was this incident involving a vineyard belonging to Naboth, the Jezreelite.  The vineyard was in Jezreel, close to the palace of Ahab king of Samaria.  Ahab said to Naboth, “Let me have your vineyard to use for a vegetable garden, since it is close to my palace.  In exchange I will give you a better vineyard or, if you prefer, I will pay you whatever it is worth.”


But Naboth replied, “The Lord forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my fathers.”


So Ahab went home, sullen and angry because Naboth the Jezreelite had said, “I will not give you the inheritance of my fathers.”  He lay on his bed sulking and refused to eat.


His wife Jezebel came in and asked him, “Why are you so sullen?  Why won’t you eat?”  


HE told her the story.


She said, “Is this how you act as king over Israel?  Get up and eat!  Cheer up.  I’ll get the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite.”


So she wrote letters in Ahab’s name, placed his seal on them, and sent them to the elders and nobles who lived in Naboth’s city with him.  In those letters she wrote:

Proclaim a day of fasting and seat Naboth in a prominent place among the people.  But seat two scoundrels opposite him and have them testify that he has cursed both God and the king.  Then take him out and stone him to death.


So the elders and the nobles who lived in Naboth’s city did as Jezebel had directed in the letters she had written to them.  


As soon as Jezebel heard that Naboth had been stoned to death, she said to Ahab, “Get up and take possession of the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite that he refused to sell to you.  He is no longer alive, but dead.”  When Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, he got up and went down and took possession of Naboth’s vineyard.


Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite:  Go down to meet Ahab king of Israel, who rules in Samaria.  He is now in Naboth’s vineyard, where he has taken possession of it.  Say to him, “This is what the Lord says:  Have you murdered a man and taken possession of his property?  Then say to him, ‘This is what the Lord says:  In this place where dogs licked up Naboth’s blood, dogs will lick up your blood—yes, yours!’”  And that is exactly what happened.


Isaiah the prophet said the same kind of judgement would fall on those who gobbled up property.


The laws of Jubilee were intended to prevent unwarranted accumulation of land and unnecessary poverty among the Israelites, but even God’s law couldn’t prevent greed from gobbling up ever greater quantities of real estate.  “Why do you join field to field?” asks Isaiah.  Well, because more is more and bigger is better.


Jesus told a story about this.  Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”  Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?”  Then he said, “Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”


And he told them this parable.  “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop.  He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do?  I have no place to store my crops.’


“Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do.  I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years, Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’”


“But God said to him, ‘You fool!  This very night your life will be demanded from you.  Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’


“This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but its not rich toward God.”


The story of Ahab, the message  of  Isaiah and the parable of Jesus is much needed in our day; when human hunger for real estate and development has reached a fever pitch.  We strip the forests bare.  We collect farms into short-term mega-sized agribusiness.   We gobble up land.  We spend more than we have.  We consume far more than is necessary.  The richest 20 % of the world population enjoys  80 % of the global income.


How much land does a person need?  Perhaps we ask the wrong question.  How much land do all God’s creatures need, and how much land is a just wage for the caretakers?

