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Ecclesiastes 1:2, 2:21-23; Colossians 3:1-5, 9-11; Luke 12:13-21; Psalm 95, If today you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts.

I’d like to start our reflections on the readings today with an exercise. Maybe you’ve done this before and maybe not, but let’s give it a go. 

Just think about the answers to these questions …

Who won the National Home Run Derby this summer?
Who was on the cover of People magazine most often last year?
Who won the last season of Dancing With the Stars?
Who was Best Supporting Actress in a Drama for 2024?
Who was most recently inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame?

Now, try to answer these …
Who is your favorite Aunt or Uncle?
Who’s the best mentor or coach you ever had?
What teacher cared about you most in grade school?
What friend was loyal to you when you needed that?
Who really loves you?
As I said, this is a simple exercise. But I hope it brings home the lesson of the readings we heard today. And the lesson is this -- All that we accumulate by way of wealth, fame, esteem or accolades in the eyes of ourselves and others is of so much less importance than the simple fact of our being who we are. I’d bet money that nobody remembered who won the last Mirrorball Trophy on Dancing With the Stars. And I’d also bet that everyone remembered that favorite Aunt or Uncle who danced with your spirit as a child. In the end, who cares about some medal or trophy? What we all remember are those who gave us the simple and sincere gift of their presence and their love. And that is what our readings are about today. What’s important and what’s not? What’s worth holding onto, and what isn’t worth even a second thought? 

In the Book of Ecclesiastes, the voice that’s identified as the Preacher complains that everything in life is futile. In the end, you lose it all, and I quote, to someone who has not so much as lifted a finger. Now scripture scholars believe that the Preacher in Ecclesiastes was a relatively wealthy man (most likely Solomon), who had had worked hard and had a lot to leave behind. Unlike Job, the Preacher in Ecclesiastes hasn’t had all his life’s wealth taken from him. Job struggles with why God has taken things from him in this life. But the Preacher struggles with is why he can’t take his wealth with him into the next. Job’s is a question of anguish and anger. But the Preacher’s is a question of meaning. We can almost hear Peggy Lee singing, Is That All There Is? If I can’t take it with me, why did I work so hard to get it in the first place? As the Preacher says, everything in life is futile. 

Jesus picks up this theme of futility in today’s Gospel. First of all, Jesus is pretty dismissive of the brother who wants to be sure he gets his fair share of the inheritance coming to him and his sibling. He asks Jesus to act as a Solomon between the two of them, and in response it’s almost as though Jesus is saying Take care of that yourself; it’s not even worth investing any energy in squabbles over who gets what.  And then Jesus moves right into a parable to bring the point home. There’s a rich man who has it all. And then he gets even more. And his idea of what to do with his current and excess wealth is to build bigger storage spaces so he can keep it all safe. He’s going to eat, drink, be merry and enjoy his personal prosperity … that is, until reality sets in. Jesus reminds us that we all die; all our lives come to an end. And Jesus asks the question -- what good did accumulating or hoarding all our stuff do for us? And maybe more importantly, what good did it do for anyone else? 

Over the years, these readings have often been preached as cautionary tales about God’s expectation that we reject this world in favor of the heavenly world to come. They were preached as though the Preacher in Ecclesiastes and the rich man in Luke’s Gospel were the evil one-half-of-1% worrying about protecting their wealth, while the rest of the world is in poverty. But I don’t believe that’s all they were about, or even the main point to these stories. I don’t believe that God is all that concerned with how much money or how much stuff we have. I think the message of today’s readings is about the anxiety that’s evident in these two men who seemed so distraught at the thought of letting go of anything they had accumulated. It’s also about missing opportunities for generosity as they defended their treasure. 

There is no stronger message throughout all four Gospels than that Jesus wants us to experience peace in our lives. And there is nothing that will shatter that peace any faster or more fully than our anxious holding onto our worries about what we will eat or drink or wear or store up or leave behind. Once again – it’s OK to have stuff; it’s not OK to hoard it out of fear.

Last week, on July 31, the Church celebrated the feast of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Perhaps some of us have made the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. And we might  remember before he even starts the 30-day retreat that is the Exercises, Ignatius puts forward something he calls the Principle and Foundation – an idea so foundational that Ignatius says if you don’t get it, you won’t be able to fully engage with the Exercises. 
And the Principle & Foundation is this – we want to know deeply that everything is good. We want to know deeply that God is Love and that Creation is Love. And therefore, we want to be able to stand before God and in the midst of Creation with open hands be able to say Whatever comes along is good. I don’t want to cling to wellness over sickness. I don’t want to cling to riches over poverty. I don’t even want to cling to life over death. Of course I can have preferences; that’s only human. And God knows, I can have things. But in the end, what I really desire to have are open, non-grasping, non-clinging hands. In the words of the Exercises, My whole effort is to be sensitive to the movements of God’s grace in my life, and to be ready and willing to follow God’s lead. Again, I follow where I’m led, and I trust that God is there.  
When we’re open like this, we’re not afraid to share what we have. We’re not afraid that there’s ever going to be a lack of abundance in our loves. We’re not afraid to open our closed hands, because we know they will always be filled – with love, with relationships, with peace, with joy, with all the things that are so much more than just the stuff we’ve been protecting, be that stuff physical, material, or even spiritual.  

I’ve been facilitating a spiritual direction group since the early 2000’s. And every year, we do an exercise that both kills us and fills us! Once a year, each of us finds something in her life that means a lot to her.  That’s the point to the exercise – the object each of us finds must have deep personal meaning, and it must be difficult to part with. We bring all our objects into our group and put them on the floor. We each explain what the object is that we have brought in, and what it means to us.  And after these explanations, each of us selects someone else’s object to take home with her, with the understanding that it will be cared for, but it will never come back to its original owner again. You might be amazed at how difficult this little exercise is. But it really brings home to us how peace-filled we can be when we are able to stand with open hands and – as they say in the 12 Step Programs – let go and let God. 

Now, let’s pull this all together:

· A spirit that hoards is a spirit that has lost trust in the abundance of the amazing grace that surrounds us. 

· A spirit that has lost trust in the abundance of amazing grace is a spirit that builds trust in the accumulation of things. 

· The accumulation of things can lead to greed.

· And that greed can cut us off from generosity toward our neighbors.

So today, let’s take a deep breath, relax, unclench our fists. Let’s remember that we will always have all we need. Let’s really try to let go of anything we’re holding onto that’s taking up space in our lives where God’s amazing grace could be operating. And this day and this week, let’s pray to be delivered of all the stuff that entwines and ensnares our hearts.  

AMEN!

