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“Vanity of vanities’’ says the Preacher in a memorable soundbite.  Here, vanity means futile, 
empty, fleeting, “all is vanity and a chasing after the wind”.   So it is with this sense of a lack of 
substance that  the Preacher takes a hard look at the realities of life.  This is not philosophy, it 
is biblical wisdom which looks at the practical side of life.  At the same time, the Preacher is 
aware that all is under the hand of God.   It is God who gives wisdom and knowledge and joy.

This is therefore the piece chosen to accompany the Gospel this Sunday when we hear the 
parable of the rich man hoarding away his unexpected wealth.  The story of the Gospel has 
advanced some way since last Sunday’s reading.  After Jesus’ teachings about prayer, a new 
scene was set with Jesus invited to a meal by a Pharisee and once again being a bad guest.  
This time following comments about Jesus and ritual cleanliness, he utters woes against 
Pharisees and Lawyers.  Woes are very common in the Bible and act as warnings recalling 
people to true values.  Not surprisingly these woes just increased the tensions between Jesus 
and the Pharisees leading to an atmosphere of hostility.

There is then an even greater gathering of the crowds.  Jesus first speaks to the disciples with 
comment about the double standards just highlighted by the woes.  “Hypocrisy” is used 
frequently in Matthew but less so in Luke.  In modern terms, transparency is everything.

That leads on to the fear generated by hostility concluding with Jesus’s call “do not be afraid”.  
Yet the fear is also the learnt fear which is a true respect in God, an acknowledgement of just 
who he is: the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom as the Preacher reminds us. Jesus 
continues to speak to his friends about the most fundamental value of all, that of 
acknowledging Jesus, the Son of Man.  Whilst denial of Jesus can be forgiven as Peter 
discovered, blaspheming against the Holy Spirit is a far more serious and fundamental denial 
which cannot be forgiven.  Finally Jesus’ comment about the trials and persecutions of the 
present world like arising from the conflict with the Pharisee.  Then the Holy Spirit will be the 
guide, the ultimate security

Someone in the crowd now intervenes with a request and this is the beginning of the Gospel 
for this Sunday.  On the one hand, this episode follows on from what has been said as a 
reminder about where true security is to be found.  On the other, it looks forward and 
prepares for the lengthy speech of Jesus to the disciples which follows.  A request with a 
response open the encounter.  Jesus then tells a parable.

The request is a demand “tell my brother”, it is not seeking arbitration.  He is demanding his 
rights from Jesus, the which Jesus replies, literally, that he is not “a judge or divider”.  He then 
issues a warning against greed or covetousness.  This highlights the attitude of the petitioner.  
He is looking at the inheritance entirely from his point of view.  As so often, insisting on my 
rights ignores the rights of the other person which conflict.  Such is polarisation in human 
affairs.  Intervention by Jesus in this case would not have been wise.

With that thought, Jesus makes his point by telling the parable.  A rich man unexpectedly finds 
himself even richer with an abundant harvest.  He can retire, he thinks, eating drinking and 
being merry.  The man's attitude in the story is very self centred: "I" and "my" are the 



dominant pronouns. He is unable to look beyond himself and his needs as he sees them.  He is 
unable to see this bumper harvest as a gift from God.  He is unable to use the harvest for the 
good of others.  Possessions are not an end in themselves, they are to be used wisely.
For God, therefore, the man is a fool, the opposite to wise. The book of Proverbs gives the 
classic statement: the fear of the Lord (the right attitude) is the beginning of wisdom. The fool 
by contrast despises wisdom and instruction.  Ecclesiastes says that there is nothing better 
than eating and drinking and providing themselves with good things from their toil.  But even 
this, he says, is from the hand of God, who can eat and drink apart from God.  The rich man we 
could say has lost the plot in his self-sufficiency.  As two psalms1 say, the fool has saids in his 
heart that there is no God.  In this parable, God makes the point in the most direct manner, the 
man is struck down and dies.  Another psalm2 reflects on just this point, do not fear when a 
man grows rich, he takes nothing with him when he dies.  The only true riches are those 
stored up in the sight of God.

This parable will be followed by a major speech by Jesus to his disciples which we will explore 
next week.  For now we can note that rich and poor is a major theme of the Gospel of Luke, 
from the Magnificat to the Beatitudes.  Many no doubt would see themselves as somewhere in 
between.  For all of us the parable raises the question about the true values of life.  It is as well 
therefore that we have the reading from the letter to the Colossians this week to focus our 
attention.  The reminder that our lives are hidden with Christ in God is followed by the need to
strip away all the wrong values.  There is the same emphasis on greed that is found in the 
Gospel.  A few verses are omitted from the reading though these round off the picture.  Paul 
notes that the wrath of God is coming on those who live this way.  Positively though we have 
put on a new self which ultimately means that Christ is all and in all.

1 Ps 14/13  & Ps 53/52

2 Ps 49/48


