18TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

When I turned on the television last Sunday afternoon, Andy Rooney was just beginning his short clip.  I don’t often see him, and he is usually too cynical for me.  But this time I enjoyed his message, and even found that it related to today’s Scriptures.  Greed is a strong theme in God’s Word to us today.  

Andy spoke of greed in terms of ‘desire’.  He pointed out how fulfilling our desires often win out over simply satisfying our needs, and he gave food consumption as an example.  So often, we eat more than we need to eat.  He had brought his lunch from the cafeteria to his office.  When he finished eating his lunch, he remembered the cookies he had seen at the end of the cafeteria line.  He had already satisfied his hunger with his lunch, but still he returned to the cafeteria for a cookie, and ended up buying two cookies.

We are constantly bombarded by temptations to yield to desire or greed instead of contenting ourselves with what we need.  Several years ago, a friend in the grocery business described to me their efforts to encourage impulse buying.  In every aisle they display at eye level things that have no connection with what the shopper would be looking for in that section.  And, of course, as we wait in line at the checkout, many non-essentials are displayed in plain view of adults and also of children.  It is only when we are at home unpacking the grocery bags that we begin to wonder why we made some of our purchases.

Desire or greed can also dictate the use of our time.  I could have made a visit to the care center.  I could easily have sent a card or made a phone call to special persons on their birthday or anniversary.  But many desires distracted me from what would have really been important to someone.

And how do we handle the harvests that come our way?  Many people these days are eager to share the surplus of their gardens, lest the fruits and vegetables spoil.  But what about an unexpected gift or inheritance, or a bumper crop that can all be simply stored for future enjoyment?

Today, Saint Luke lets us know who is in control of every aspect of our lives and how this should affect the way we live.  From God’s point of view, a surplus is for everyone’s benefit in the present.

I found God’s Word to us today most sobering.  If my reflections make you uncomfortable or resentful, please keep in mind that they come from God’s Word, not mine.

The First Reading about vanity of vanities, all is vanity, or vapor in the end, is spoken by Qoheleth, who lived at a time before his Jewish faith included belief in life after death.  For him, the finality of death was formidable.  I am sure we all know people who do not believe in an afterlife, and wonder how they approach each day of life on earth.  Qoheleth sought to find meaning in the joys and blessings of this world – living, eating, drinking, and even finding meaning in working itself.  

If he were alive today, Qoheleth would not disparage hard work or ambition.  But he would criticize a society that judges human values in terms of productivity rather than the quality of one’s character.  We do well to occasionally reflect upon the eulogies and funeral homilies we have read or heard, as well as wonder what might be said about us when we die.

Even Saint Paul addresses the theme of greed in today’s Second Reading.  By Baptism we were raised with Christ, and we should seek what is above.  He presents a long list of what we should avoid, and prominent in that list is greed that is idolatry.  Greed becomes idolatrous because it replaces God with possessions as an idol to be worshipped.

If you look up today’s Gospel in your bible, you will find that Luke Chapter 12 continues with Jesus giving the examples of the lilies of the field and the birds of the air, to emphasize our dependence upon God for everything.  Today’s parable of the rich Fool includes the insights of Qoheleth in today’s First Reading, and those of Saint Paul in the Second Reading.

Jesus did not advise people to tighten up their defenses or secure their borders.  Rather, he invited them to understand that God longed to offer saving grace and new life to people of every race and nation.  We are called to put earthy possessions at the disposal of God who gave them to us, so that we may tend to the needs of others.

Once again this year, many people in Iowa have suffered great losses due to heavy rains and flooding.  That Lake Delhi disaster will surely stand out as the best remembered.  As primarily a recreation area, the dollar amount of the losses is great, in homes, land, pleasure craft, and the time and money it will take to rebuild.  As the enormity of all this is absorbed, we must not forget that there were no injuries or deaths related to this natural tragedy.

For many who suffered losses, it was no doubt unimaginable that the dam ever could have burst.  Many people continue to live undisturbed by the fact that we will not be here forever.  We tend to think that there will be time somewhere in the distant future when we can make the adjustments to our lifestyles that will earn our welcome to eternal life.

For Saint Luke, God clearly holds the ultimate power to redistribute the wealth of people who will not share.  This is the fate of the rich fool who must leave his full barns behind and face God, with whom he has stored up no treasure.  Death is the great leveler; death provides the ultimate perspective on what is really worthwhile.

Jesus advised his followers to become “rich in what matters to God.”  Theologian and Scripture scholar Luke Timothy Johnson explains that these riches will belong only to those who are willing to “learn Jesus”.  “Learning Jesus” begins with trusting that Jesus is raised from the dead and now lives as powerful Lord, and that he is available to us in the Spirit.  We need a regular exercise of discerning God’s presence beneath God’s symbols, and this is offered to us in prayer and at Eucharist.  

Our encounter with Jesus here in Word and bread is not fantasy, nor is it purely symbolic.  God lives inside us through the Sacraments we have received.  As Church, we recognize ourselves as the Body of Christ in today’s world.  Here at Mass, we consider the depth of that reality.  Our bread and wine that we offer here to God become the body and blood of Christ for us to receive.

Brothers and sisters, you and I are images of God; for this we were created.  Let us seek to be rich in the Kingdom of God!

