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July 31, 2016 

This past week I had to ask a friend for money.  It wasn’t a gift or a loan I was requesting, just a trade.  I wanted 
to buy a newspaper from a box on the street.  I was carrying enough cash with me to buy 100 newspapers, but I 
didn’t have any loose change.  The box won’t accept paper bills so I can stuff as many of them as I wish into the 
slot and I’m not going to get a paper.   

And it has happened on occasion that I have been out for a meal with friends at a restaurant, and when the bill 
comes they attempt to use their American Express credit card to pay—only to be told that that card is not 
accepted at that particular place.  American Express has worked hard for decades to brand itself as the 
exclusive, high-end credit card, a symbol of success for those who carry it.  But for some retail establishments 
their fees are too high, so they won’t allow customers to use them.  A person could have a $20,000 line of credit 
on their card, but it won’t matter one bit if this restaurant doesn’t deal with American Express.   

And inside my car I have a little electronic device on my rear view mirror that is scanned and recognized every 
time I enter or leave the garage of my home.  I pay for that privilege in advance every month, and it opens the 
gate automatically so that I can come and go.  But every so often the scanner doesn’t work right, and the gate 
won’t open, and I got nothin’.  It is maddening and feels very unjust, but I can get just as angry as I like and I’m 
still not getting in or out of that door until somebody at the company can be convinced that I should.  

In each of those examples, a person is at the mercy of someone else to determine the means to get something 
they want—a newspaper, a meal or a parking place.  In each case, a person can have all the resources in the 
world—in this case money—to obtain that goal, but it won’t work except on terms over which they do not have 
control.   

And understanding that distinction goes to the heart of understanding today’s Sacred Scripture.  It’s easy to read 
today’s gospel parable as some sort of damnation of wealthy people, but that really isn’t it.  The fact is that Jesus 
nowhere in the gospel heaps scorn on anybody for being rich, and in fact some of his followers were people who 
were relatively well-off.  But he has plenty of warnings for those who misunderstand what having a lot of money 
will be able to accomplish.  In the case of this gospel, if the goal of one’s life is to have more and more wealth 
and possessions, then clearly the plan to tear down small barns and make bigger ones makes a lot of sense.  
Why not be a good strategic planner when it looks like one can expect bountiful harvests?   

But that’s not what earns the rich man the title of “you fool!”  from God in this parable.  Go ahead and build 
your wealth if that’s what you think is most important.  Unfortunately, we are not helped in understanding this 
gospel by what is a fairly inadequate English translation in our book here.  What we just heard was that the rich 
man, after upgrading his buildings, “shall say to myself,…‘you have so many things stored up for many years, 
rest, eat, drink, be merry!’”  But what the language actually says is, “I shall say to my soul…”  In other words, I 
shall try to attain the ultimate eternal meaning of my existence by amassing more stuff.  I shall try to attain a 
spiritual goal by increasing the amount of material things I have.   

But it can’t be done.  It’s like stuffing a dollar bill in a Pioneer Press news box or pulling out 10 American Express 
cards at the wrong restaurant or throwing coins at the garage scanner.  If the goal of our lives is final union with 
God and peace of heart and enduring happiness, you simply can’t get there from the bank.  And it is truly the 
fool who fails to understand that.   
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For Jesus, the rich man is free to pursue his business interests all he wants to, and is even free to be extremely 
successful at it.  But he’s not free to imagine that these are things that ultimately matter to God or for the 
salvation of one’s soul.  Often, these things don’t even make people happy here and now and, often enough, 
they threaten to tear communities apart.  In the end it’s just stuff.  It’s just money.  None of it lasts. 

I think that’s what the author of our first reading today, a man named Quoheth, was trying to explain.  “Vanity of 
Vanities,” he cries.  The idea that material wealth can be a means to spiritual riches is simply false.  It’s the fool 
who cannot see that.  And he wrote that more than 2200 years ago, long before the dawn of some of the super -
wealth that is now part of our regular experience. 

Our Sacred Scripture is not a manifesto pitting rich against poor.  They’re not a summons to a cultural war.  But 
our Sacred Scriptures are most certainly a summons to wisdom—as distinct from foolishness.  It is true wisdom 
to understand the limits of what wealth and temporal success can ever accomplish for us.  And it is even greater 
wisdom to know how fragile and vulnerable are the riches of this world.  Just ask someone whose house has 
burned down, or whose 401K has been poorly invested, or whose child has died, or whose cancer is back, or 
whose job has been eliminated.  For us to imagine that any of those truly good blessings will be the source of 
enduring peace really is foolishness, and the time for us to recognize that is before they have to be lost.   

And of course, the ultimate loss on this Earth is our existence.  It’s coming.  Death.  We don’t need to be morose 
and fearful about that, but being aware of it regularly can certainly help to make us wise about the things we 
decide to value the most right now.   

And in the end, it is God who decides that—not we.  It is God who has put into our hearts and into our world the 
treasures that will truly make us free.  We can ignore or protest against those things that God has determined 
will be the source of enduring gladness, but to do so is—as Quoheth would say—“Vanity,” and as Jesus would 
say, “Foolishness.”  Those harsh sounding biblical words are not intended to insult us.  They are intended to 
rescue us from our own imperfect vision and false instincts to trust in the wrong things.   

St. Paul tells us in another place about the only things that endure as spiritual wealth:  Faith, Hope and Love.  All 
the rest may be fine for their own passing pleasures, but in the end, Faith, Hope and Love.  Let us pray for 
wisdom. 

 


