Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time – C

July 31 and August 1, 2010
Ecclesiastes 1:2; 2:21-23

Psalm 90:3-4, 5-6, 12-13, 14, 17

Colossians 3:1-5, 9-11

Luke 12:13-21.
“Vanity of vanities, says Qoheleth, vanity of vanities! All things are vanity!”

“If you were raised with Christ, seek what is above…think of what is above, not of what is on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God…put on the new self, which is being renewed, for knowledge, in the image of its creator…Christ is all and in all.”

“Take care to guard against all greed, for though one may be rich, one’s life does not consist of possessions…[become] rich in what matters to God.”

When the Norwegian playwright Henrick Ibsen (1828-1906) was a child, his family enjoyed a comfortable way of life financed by his father’s great success in the timber shipping industry. Within a few years however, his family’s financial fortunes were dramatically changed and they found themselves in dire need.  His mother turned to religion for solace, while his father sank into a lingering depression.  Ibsen’s sense of loss and insecurity was given voice through the characters of his plays; his theme dealt with financial difficulty and the moral conflicts that arise in such circumstances.  Ibsen’s famous evaluation of wealth has been quoted countless times and continues to ring true: “Money may be the husk of many things, but not the kernel. It brings you food but not appetite; medicine but not health; acquaintances but not friends; servants but not faithfulness; days of joy but not peace and happiness.”

Ibsen’s words echo the thoughts expressed by the ancient philosopher and author of Ecclesiastes, Qoheleth our first reading today. [From NCR reflection THE WORD Scripted for Life –the 18th Sunday in Ordinary Time by Patricia Datchuck Sanchez] 
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How appropriate is the challenge that the scriptures for this 18th Sunday in Ordinary Time present.  They invite us to reflect on what is really important in our lives.  That first reading from Ecclesiastes tells us that everything in this life is vanity.  Is the author saying that what comes from our toil and anxiety, what comes from our labor, what riches we amass are bad?  
No, the author is simply trying to tell those who would listen that so much that we value of this world will not last forever.  Most of the things that we hope for in this life are only passing realities that will not sustain us in this life or in the life to come. So therefore all is vanity.

Paul reminds the Colossians, as we hear in the second reading, that those who have been raised to new life in Christ are to strive to seek what is lasting, what is “above” as he puts it; and to let go of whatever gets in the way of always being renewed in the image of God our creator.

The Gospel of Luke picks up on this same theme today, pointing out that so much of what we work for in this life simply must be left here.

As good as those things are, as much as they give expression to our human talent and giftedness, as much as they can – such as family and friends – sustain us here in our earthly pilgrimage in the end they must be left behind.  The wisdom of the Lucan Jesus aptly sums up the worth of wealth for human beings: “One’s life does not consist of possessions”.
All of us here have been affected in some way by the economic downturn of nation has been experiencing over these last couple of years, some certainly more than other but everyone has experienced some financial loss.   I believe that we humans actually seem to become more ourselves through a process of living with and confronting those situations that force us to reflect on the meaning of life.  The truth of the matter is that while we can and do enjoy so much in life we also cannot avoid the reality of suffering.
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It is this “being pushed” to reflect that seems to be the point of these readings today.  The questions they raise are: What truly is important to me?  What kind of value does my life have?  What do I value the most in life and how does or can that influence my priorities? How do I value the life of others? Who and what do I truly love? What values and realities of my life will stay with me even through death?
As we contemplate these scriptures, as we raise our hearts in prayer, worship and gratitude today may we renew the choice to live in such a way that our values reflect those of our faith in a Triune God who loves us more than we can imagine or understand.  May we find ways to deepen our faith and our love for what is truly valuable in life.  May we resolve to seek ways to store up for ourselves the treasures that are everlasting that, as the evangelist Luke put it “what matters to God.”
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