Rev. Jacqueline M. Clarys, Homily

Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community

Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle C: July 31, 2016

The Churches of the Nativity and Holy Comforter, Baltimore: 1:30 PM

First Reading: Ecclesiastes 1:2; 2:21-23
Psalm Response: “If today you hear God's voice, harden not your hearts (Ps. 95).”

Second Reading: Colossians 3:1-5, 9-11
Gospel Reading: Luke 12:13-21

Our readings for today take us on an inner, mini-pilgrimage, one that pulls us along a path strewn with discards from fellow travelers. The Preacher, or Teacher as the NRSV translates it, of Ecclesiastes, starts us out with a sweeping dismissal: “All is futile,” or in other translations, vanity, or illusory. The word translated as futility, vanity, or illusory is used 50 times in Ecclesiastes. “Illusory” seems to describe particularly well our human experience. We think we know what something is: we are even certain about some things. For instance, it seems a pretty good bet that we must do what we can to take care of ourselves, and our needs. Yet, in today’s passage, our inborn survival instincts are tempered with the observations of a narrator who has awakened to, and grieves, the seeming pointlessness of human endeavor. We can relate to the Teacher, who is not in a mood to hear, “…let us plant seeds for a garden we will never see.”
 I feel compassion for this person who has worked hard, perhaps for a lifetime, only to arrive at this painful moment of emptiness. 

The author of Ecclesiastes speaks to us through the persona of the wise Solomon, and if one reads on in the book, the Preacher-Teacher gains in perspective, saying, more than once, “…it is best to be happy, and enjoy life as long as we live.” A poem found in Eccl 5:18-20, may direct our inner pilgrimage: 

How good, how lovely it is to eat and drink

And find satisfaction in everything we do under the sun

During the few days of life God gives us—

To embrace everything that comes to us!

Regardless of how much wealth or possessions God gives us,

We’re also given the ability to find joy in what we have, 

To accept whatever happens to us,

And find fulfillment in our work—

This is God’s gift to us.

If we embrace whatever comes,

We never need to brood over the shortness of life,

For God will keep our hearts filled with joy.”
 
Here, all that has been “tossed aside” on the pilgrimage is again gathered up, and used for the journey. Nothing is wasted-all that we experience is useful. Apparently, the direct experience of God is available to us individually, in the here and now, in all circumstances.

Our Psalm builds upon this idea. Most likely written for the Fall festival known as Tabernacles, this Psalm is one of “Praise and Entering.” After harvest-time, the Jewish people would undertake a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. This Psalm of praise would have been used as they entered the temple. Rolf Jacobson writes, “Praise is speech that names God as the indispensable actor in the world’s drama….it creates theological space in which the worshiping community enters anew into relationship with God.”
 Here, all of the people, together, as one body, enter into the presence of God, available to the community, at all times.

St. Paul has his own version of tossing things out: he too exhorts his community to avoid imperfection, and embrace the things of God. And, we can fully appreciate his advice. Yet, teachers of the examined life, such as Richard Rohr, will always tell us that it is within our very imperfection, our wounded-ness, that we will find the material we need for closeness with God. Here again is a balancing voice; we think we know, and then we are shown something new: that it is in the full, unblinking embrace of all that we are, without reservation, and without illusion, that we will find the starting place for our renewal. Paul’s conclusion reverberates with the theme of today’s readings, that of God’s availability to all: “Christ is all and in all,” he writes.

It is this very abundance, God’s Fullness of Presence for all people, which provides a resting place for our survival-instinct, the part of us that drives greed with its never-enough message. Jesus’ parable addresses the difficult subject of greed by asking us to be rich in what matters to God: then, we need not be caught short by glimpsing life’s meaninglessness, such as we encounter in our reading from Ecclesiastes. Instead, we are asked to share what we have, and thereby enlarge the reserves that most matter: those of family, friendship, relationship, sharing, service, and beauty, to name a few. In this way, now, and at the end of our lives, in our golden years as we call them, we really will be rich in the things that most matter to God, and more importantly, to us.
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