HOMILY for the 18th. Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], August 1st., 2010.
“The demand will be made for your soul”

Parents, if you have children with you please block their ears while I tell you of a terrible thing which has happened in Ireland.    There has been a dreadful slaughter.   A slaughter of pigs, a slaughter unparalleled in the nation’s history.
And if the Irish Society for the Protection of Pork has not protested, that is only because the piggies have been – banks.    Thousands and thousands of piggy-banks.

This at least is the presumption from the fact that the Central Bank of Ireland has had to issue no new coinage into circulation and indeed has had to withdraw some as there seems to be too much.   It can only mean that people have broken into their piggy-banks and released all their saved coins to ward off the effects of the credit crunch.

What a fall was there – the mighty Celtic Tiger reduced to heaps of shattered china!

If you asked an Old Testament prophet to analyse what has happened in Ireland, he would say:  “the people have sinned”.   This may seem harsh, but it is simply the classic equation faith=prosperity, infidelity=want which we find so often in the Bible.   Jesus’ disciples believed it;  that is why they were shocked when Jesus said that only with difficulty would the rich enter Heaven.

Just listen to these lines from Psalm 36, giving the classic argument, and see whether you agree with them:

 “Do not fret because of the wicked, do not envy those who do evil, for they wither quickly like grass, and fade like the green of the fields.   If you trust in the Lord and do good, then you will live in the land and be secure.   A little longer, and the wicked shall have gone;  look at his place, he is not there!   I was young and now I am old, but I have never seen the just man forsaken, nor his children begging for bread”.

Is that true?   In the next world, certainly;  evil cannot thrive there.   But for now?   Think of all the rich crooks and humble, honest poor scattered over the land!   

So eventually in Israel some people blew the whistle and said:  “We just can’t believe this!”     One such person wrote the book of Job.   Job is a righteous person in every respect, but he is suddenly overwhelmed by misfortune.    His friends gather round and tell him:  “You must have sinned!  Repent!”   And Job knows he hasn’t.   He tries to argue with God, and God says, more or less:  “Impertinent person!   Who do you think you are, arguing with me?   Are you God?   If you are God, show it;  swallow up the proud man, check the arrogant, imprison them in a dungeon!”  which is highly ironical because that is exactly what God is not doing!
And then we have Ecclesiastes, the Preacher, from whom we have heard today, with his famous mantra:  “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity!”    For Ecclesiastes, there is no rhyme or reason to anything.   God is there, we are here.   Life just goes round in a circle.   Nothing is new.   Why work yourself to death when you have to leave it all behind – clearly encouraging the idea of a Biblical ‘couch potato’.    

There was certainly no idea of eternity, only of Sheol, the Pit, into which all went.    On earth, life goes round and round, like the waters of a river flowing to the sea and being taken back into the mountains to fall as rain and flow back into the sea ...      This idea surfaces in a famous 20th century Spanish short story of a priest who loses his faith.   He sees eternity as being like the waters of his local lake – the lake is always there, but the waters flow in one and end and out the other;  generation succeeds generation.   It is a kind of Christian version of re-incarnation.

The amazing thing is that Job and Ecclesiastes are in the Bible at all, because they certainly don’t proclaim the ‘approved text’.

And into all this perplexity steps Jesus, who is asked to adjudicate in a property dispute.   Now Jesus is not a journalist for “The Economist” magazine.   He takes the opportunity to provide a reflection on the ultimate point of life.

He has already told us not to worry about what we will wear, eat or drink.  Nor he tells us not to provide ourselves with artificial earthly certainties in the form of possessions.    “The demand will be made for your soul” – this is not a threat, nor some artificial division between body and soul, but a way of saying that the ultimate point of our life is God.   And the route to that point is via other people.

To Ecclesiastes, there is no point at all.   The book contains little or no mention of concern for others.   If we can, we should sit at home and enjoy ourselves.   To Jesus, one of the points is other people.   Especially the poor.   “It is more blessed,” we are told Jesus said, “to give than to receive”.    So one of the points of money is to alleviate want.

But there is more to it than that.   Jesus is not just creating a social paradise.   The corporal works of mercy are not ends in themselves.   Doing good can even become an anaesthetic against reality.   And an anaesthetic will wear off.     What ultimately is our goal, what is the ultimate point of our life, for we all die, rich and poor alike?   This is the meaning behind Jesus’ apparently chilly words at the Last Supper:  “You have the poor with you always;  you will not always have me”.
Ultimately, our goal is to be in God.    
Yesterday we commemorated St. Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuits.   In his Spiritual Exercises Ignatius says:  “We should be indifferent to created things, choosing only what leads us to the end for which we are created.   We should not desire health more than sickness, riches more than poverty, honour more than dishonour, a long life rather than a short one”.    The only choice must be:  will it lead us to our ultimate goal?     So wealth can lead us to our ultimate goal, provided it is used in the proper way, which must be:  to enhance the lives of others, and help lead them to their ultimate goal.

It is as simple as that.   Christ chose the Cross.   It seems a crazy choice, but it brought him to his “goal”.

Some religious sayings are so famous they are almost clichés, but there is no escaping from the celebrated words of St. Augustine in his Confessions:   “You have made us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you”.

Maybe all those Irish piggies didn’t need to be sacrificed after all ...
