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Oil & Wine  Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  1 August 2010

• Ecclesiastes 1:2; 2:21-23  • Ps 90 (89):3-6, 12-14, 17  • Col 3:1-5, 9-11

• Luke 12:13-21

It is often said that we should read the scriptures with the bible in one hand and the daily newspaper in the other – metaphorically! Today’s biblical readings can be easily ‘updated’ to headlines and mass media reports about court cases related to family inheritance, especially of the rich and famous, economic rises and falls, and corporate business failures that intrude tragically into the lives of their hard-working clients and shareholders. Less newsworthy, but more significant as well as more likely to slip out of our consciousness, is the progress being made in the achievement of the first of the Millennium Development Goals: “Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger,” and its three proposed targets i) Halve between 1990 and 2015 the proportion of people whose income is less than $1 a day ii) Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and young people  iii) Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger. Only in the first target has any progress been made, and the present global financial crisis has slowed this considerably. Consider this beside the current ratings of the world’s ten richest people, where No. 1 is currently listed by Forbes as Carlos Slim Helu, a Mexican, with $55.5 billion, roughly equal to the total GDP of Sudan.
In the flow of Luke’s gospel, the parable about the rich fool is sandwiched between an attempt to draw Jesus into an inheritance dispute between two brothers (Luke 12:13-15) and the words of Jesus about the wealth of God’s providence that cares for all of creation – the birds, the flowers of the field ​– and in the light of which disciples should trust and not worry because God will give them all that is needed for life, especially that most precious life of the kingdom of God (Luke 12:22-31). (These verses are is not included in the Lectionary reading.) The man’s question to Jesus is not really a request for Jesus’ mediation, but rather an attempt to get Jesus ‘on side’ against his brother. Jesus refuses to be drawn into a situation that should be resolved by a judge or by a legal arbitrator. This is not what Jesus is. He is a wisdom teacher, a reconciler and a storyteller, whose first concern is with the riches of God’s kingdom. He warns the one who approaches him about the danger of greed and over-concern with material possessions. Wealth may be the result of talent, hard work, or luck, but the faith problem arises if we put all our trust and efforts into amassing it and exclude our needy sisters and brothers from it. To impress this truth, Jesus tells a story, a parable about the rich fool who has no idea of and no concern with making himself “rich toward God.”  
The man is introduced as already rich, and with surplus harvests. The surplus emphasis is important, for as Jesus will later point out to his disciples as they watch the poor widow put into the Temple treasury her two small coins, “all that she had to live on” (Luke 21:4), it is not what we give, but what we have left over that determines the value of the gift.  The rich man considers that he is self-sufficient, with no appreciation of the fact that the return from his land is a blessing from God, nor of the Jewish religious tradition and human prudence that demanded that he make provision for himself and his  whole community in case of famine that might follow years of plenty. No one, not God, not any other person, is allowed to intrude into the rich man’s self-centred world. Wealth seems to have destroyed his capacity for human relations. His ‘retirement plan’ is a litany of “I,” and “my”: crops, barns, grains, goods – and even his own soul. We need to appreciate the ironic significance of this dialogue with his lonely self in a culture where even the smallest transaction at a street stall is worthy of long and communal discussion! There is no one with whom this man can or wants to talk: no family, cronies, advisers… His preferred option is isolation and alienation, in which wise discernment is impossible. In a sadly cheapened and ironic context, Jesus puts into the mouth of this man the prophetic language of ‘pulling down’ and ‘building up’ (cf. Jer 1:10), but it is the opposite of the work of a courageous prophet who does this in the name of God and for God’s purposes.
It was in a landowner’s barns that the tithes and offerings were put aside for the priests and Levites to collect, but the rich man has plans for hoarding in bigger barns, not giving. For the early Christian community, responses to one another’s needs (Acs 4:32-35), and the collection for the poor of Jerusalem (Rom 15:25-28) were an expected ministry of the saints, the baptised faith community. The story is also told of St Laurence (d. 258) who was ordered by the Roman authorities to collect and hand over the wealth of the church. Since Laurence had already disposed of the ecclesiastical assets and distributed the money gained among the poor, he obeyed the imperial command by assembling the poor of Rome and presenting them to the prefect, saying: “Here are the treasures of the church.” The Roman prefect was not amused, and Laurence was eventually martyred. This story (apocryphal or not) comes down to us from St Ambrose, bishop of Milan (c. 339-397), and makes a point that Ambrose himself was to endorse when he told his people that “The storage barns of the Christian community are the mouths of the poor.” A contemporary and tragic irony persists with silos that are stacked with nuclear ‘abundance’ or ‘deterrence,’ while those living in their destructive shadows are poor and hungry. Perhaps our local communities, and wherever the church is affluent, need to have their own ‘disciple garage sales’ to dispose of surplus and give the profits to those in need.
The rich man then makes his final speech, again to himself, to his “soul,” the life principle of his lonely reality. Pitifully, foolishly, he relaxes into his own company “to eat, drink and be merry for many years.” But into this monologue the voice of God suddenly thunders to announce that there are not many years ahead of this fool – not even one tomorrow! It is as though he is self-hypnotised into forgetting that even his own soul is a gift from God. The Greek word that Luke uses for the man’s soul being “required” of him by God is a word that means ‘calling in a loan.’ Now it is no longer the question of an earthly inheritance, as with the brother who speaks to Jesus at the beginning of the reading; what is now at stake is the punch line of Jesus’ parable: treasure in heaven and generosity towards God with whatever we have ‘on loan’ from divine providence, including life itself. It seems that the rich fool has so isolated himself that he has no heirs, family or friend, for what has been stored: “…whose will they be?” The parable ends with no response from the rich man. Jesus wants his disciples, including us who listen to his words today, to step into the parable and make our own response.
There is a rabbinic story about two brothers with very different attitudes from the man who is in dispute with his brother over a family inheritance, and also the opposite to the attitude of the rich fool. On the death of their father, two brothers received a share of their inheritance. One of the brothers was rich, unmarried, with no children. The other brother was poor, but with a wife and a large family. Both sons were good friends and worried about each other’s situation. The rich son thought, “Here I am with bread enough and to spare, no money worries, while my brother and his family are poor, with scarcely enough to eat, although they trust in God’s providence. Without my brother knowing, I will move the landmark that indicates the boundaries of our share of our father’s property, so that my brother will have more land than me, and therefore the prospect of more crops to harvest.” The poorer brother was also unable to sleep, worrying because, “I have the riches of a wife and family, while my brother daily faces the shame and loneliness of having no wife or children. He deserves to have more of our inherited land to compensate him for this poverty. Without him knowing, I will move the boundary marker so that he has more land and returns than me. “ The next night, both brothers went to move the landmark. There they met, embraced each other with tears, and, say the rabbis, on that place the holy Temple of Jerusalem was built. And still today, wherever brothers and sisters meet to love and share, there too is holy ground where God is worshipped and praised. 
Only once in the year, on this Sunday, do we read from the Book of Ecclesiastes. Someone has called the author of this approximately 3rd century BCE book ‘the grumpy old man’ of the Old Testament! He is writing in the province of Palestine during the ‘globalisation’ of the Hellenistic Ptolemaic system centred in Alexandria. Qoheleth, the Teacher” or “Preacher,” sees a crisis of hope and the need to overcome the culture of despair that some of his contemporaries feel, in contrast to those who are dazzled by new technology  and the efficiency of Greek commerce and culture. Qoheleth worries that the deeper meaning of life is being obscured, and in his disillusionment he refers to the pervasive influence of “Vanity of vanities… All is vanity!” ‘Vanity’ is not a good translation of the Hebrew word hebel, which has the sense of absurd, insubstantial. Or, as one commentator has said recently, perhaps the closest to the ancient meaning is today’s expletive ‘shit,’ with its expression of uncontrolled frustration in almost every language! The Lectionary twins this reading with the gospel because it is as if Qoheleth looks through the other end of the biblical ‘telescope’ and is concerned with property, and with enslaving, frustrating work. Unlike the rich fool who seems to have no one coming after him to whom he wants to leave any of his possessions or wealth, Qoheleth is worried that it seems that people are working up a sweat for nothing, chasing the wind, to work harder and harder for what and for whom? In the economic-political reality of the time – the Greek-Macedonian rulers of the provinces could just move in and give the property of the deceased and its profits to their preferred officials or cronies. Such an attitude of unjust exploitation of workers can be easily transplanted into contemporary concern with work ethics and justice for workers, although with more hope than Qoheleth shows.
The responsorial Ps 90 (89) expresses this hope in prayer to God who is our refuge and help. Only God can give us the wisdom to know how we should live our lives to the full. We all share a time-bound and fragile humanity. The years slip by so quickly, those whom we love leave us; and no matter how old or young, no matter how ill or healthy a person may be, death is a shock and a sorrow. Today’s psalm was the inspiration for Isaac Watts’ much loved hymn, “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come,” often sung at funerals when we most need God to be a refuge and help for us.
Paul writes to the Colossians that our refuge in God is secure because we are hidden with Christ in God through our baptism. Our priorities, therefore, should be on what is “above,” not in the spatial sense but with concern for the treasures of heaven. One thing which a Christian must avoid, says Paul, is the greed or covetousness that can become a kind of idolatry and the centre of our worship, as it was for the rich fool of the gospel. When a baby is baptised by full immersion, the worshipping and welcoming community is reminded by the powerful sign of the stripping naked of the child that this is what happened spiritually to us at our own baptism, our own new birth in Christ. We descended down into the waters and ascended up with Christ. Like the fragile, naked child, we have done nothing to deserve to be clothed with the grace of God made known to us in Jesus Christ, which makes us a “new self.” Just as death disclosed the true and final poverty of the rich man, so our faithful hope is that if “Christ is all in all” to us in life, our baptismal dying and rising with him will be revealed as our greatest and eternal treasure.  
Benedict was committed to the community of goods as an ideal after which his monks were to strive. Lack of possessiveness flowed from obedience, from the commitment of the individual monk to receiving everything from the abbot. This was to make the point that the rich man chose to ignore: that everything comes from God, the giver of all good gifts, who stands behind the human reality of the “father of the monastery” (cf. RB 33.5). Benedict did not expect his monks to be destitute, recognising that some material possessions were necessary for work, study, health and ministry. This truth is underlined by the positioning of RB 33, “Whether the Monks Should Consider Anything Their Own,” immediately after RB 32, “The Tools and Goods of the Monastery,” and before the chapter on the respect that must be had for the individual needs of monks in RB 34, “Whether All Should Receive Necessities In Equal Measure.” To meet needs not wants, with loving concern but with no favouritism, are Benedict’s practical guidelines for those in authority in the community. On the monk’s part, there should be a humble acceptance of his human weakness that dictates his needs. The role of the cellarer in the community (RB 31) is founded on the way in which he relates to those who ask him for material things. He must handle the clay vessels of those who approach him with the same reverence as that shown to the holy vessels of the altar. One thing that can always be offered is a kind word. The cellarer’s wisdom is expressed by his maturity and self-discipline which avoids any gluttony, avarice, violence, unfairness, stinginess or wastefulness – a nice, demanding balance! Both inside and beyond the monastery, Benedict presents us with a good review of consciousness for those who have to deal with material possessions, be it in the global markets, corporate or domestic worlds.

