
Produced by Bishop Michael Hough for the Disciples of Christ – 

anathoth.hough@gmail.com  -  www.houghongod.com 

Ordinary Sunday 18 

“All is vanity” says the teacher

The Book of Ecclesiastes begins with the words of the great and wise Teacher (Solomon)… 1:2Vanity 
of vanities, says the Teacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.  That word vanity occurs thirty-nine 
times throughout the book and is crucial to his teachings on the true value of human activities that 
are not God-focussed.  By repeating the word he is stressing its importance, a bit like King of 
Kings, or Lord of Lords.  This vanity of which he speaks is the highest form of vanity, vanity on 
steroids.  But what does he mean when he uses that word?

The Hebrew word means a breath or a steam-like vapour.  It has an appearance but no substance.  It 
has no endurance and is present for only a brief period of time and then it disappears…Psalm 
144:4… They are like a breath;  their days are like a passing shadow.  Here the psalmist is talking 
of men and women in the eyes of God… 144:3O LORD, what are human beings that you regard them, 
or mortals that you think of them?  Why should human being boast or be proud of their existence 
when they are here for only a short time?  They die.  They are buried and in no time at all they are 
forgotten.  If men and women want to boast, let them be proud of the God within them, for God is 
not vanity.

Men and women are created to be God focussed, Jesus modelled, and Spirit led

The things of this earth are, says the Sage writing in the Book of Wisdom but the…hope of the 
ungodly. This is where St Paul in Romans 8 picks up this theme but in a more reassuring way.  He 
speaks of Christ being the hope of those who struggle with the world’s vanities.  As he says, all 
creation awaits with eager longing for the time when it will be set free from the limitations of 
decay, for the time when creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  Our lives as men and women are set free from any 
sense of meaningless and purposelessness when they are done within the umbrella of the Kingdom, 
for the praise and glory of God. What is the point of building glories in this life if we are to decay 
and leave them all behind?  They mean nothing when we stand in judgment before the Heavenly 
Judge.  However, it is when we do all of these things, and live out the entirety of our lives within 
the dictates of Jesus the Messiah, these same things bear everlasting fruits.

All we do and prioritize must proclaim the Way of Christ to the world

The context for this parable is a series of teachings by Jesus on the place of possessions in a 
person’s life.  The focus remains on the simple message that a person is not measured, in the 
eyes of God, by what they have been able to accumulate and possess during their lifetime.  A 
person is measured in terms of God and their relationship with the divine, in the way they 
have fulfilled the creation mandate – be my presence in creation.   For Luke, life cannot be 

THE  NEW  SHOFAR
If we can’t take “it” with us when we die

what then do we take to our judgment?
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measured by “having”.  It is characterized, rather, by “being and doing”.  These latter 
characteristics are gifts from God to guide a person along the path to a fullness of life, a 
fullness to be obtained only in and through God.  

All we own, all we do have their origins in God

The rich man has used his skills to accumulate a magnificent harvest.  He has been so 
successful in his endeavours that he is no longer able to store his produce in the barns he has 
available.  He asks himself what he is to do.  There are a number of options that could have 
been open to him and the one he took would more than likely have received the support and 
endorsement of most of those hearing the story.  But it is a story of vanity. He seems to have 
forgotten that God “owns” everything, including the man himself.  The Jews were expected to 
share what they have because all they have really belongs to God… So neither the one who 
plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow says St 
Paul.

He has defined the fullness of his own life in terms of the number of barns that he has, in 
terms of how much he can pad and pamper his life now and protect it into the future.  At no 
time did the man bring God into this thinking or consider the possibility of using some of his 
abundance for the poor and the needy, which is what God expected of his people.  

Where is God and God’s “needy ones” in my wealth and success?

At no point in the teaching of Jesus or indeed in the rest of the New Testament do we find 
wealth and possessions being condemned in themselves.   Wealth may bring temptations with 
it and it may be the root from which sin can more readily spring but it is not in itself sinful.   
This man was not a sinner because he was wealthy.  One could argue that he had applied all 
of his God-given talents and resources to become a successful and wealthy farmer.  In 
applying himself in this way he was fulfilling his vocation in life.  He is, however, called 
foolish by Jesus for a number of reasons.  

The first one is that in his planning and in his celebrations over the success of his harvest, 
there was no place for God.  It was if God had been neatly filed away in the “religious” 
corner of his life and only brought out when the farmer was doing religious things.  In 
keeping with the message of the Gospel, Luke has Jesus stressing that everything in a 
person’s life is to come under the reign of God.  All that this man does, thinks, says and plans 
needs to be shaped, enlivened and blessed by the divine presence.   

Another mistake this man made was not thinking beyond himself.   For the Bible, gifts and 
talents are only on loan, given to us by God in order that we may collaborate with what he is 
doing in creation. This applies to life itself.  To use our gifts primarily for the self, ignoring 
the needs of others and the struggles of others is to presume that somehow our achievements 
are all the result of our own hard work and therefore to be applied to our own lives.   The man 
is foolish because he seems to be working on the presumption that when he dies and stands 
before the judgment seat of God, he will be judged in terms of the number of barns he has 
constructed on his farm, on the size of his harvest and on ability to spend so much time on 
eating, drinking and making merry.  He is a fool and entangled by vanity because he will be 
judged – not some distant time in the future but this very night in terms of his faith and how 
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he has allowed the gift of faith to shape how he lives.  It is by allowing God some space in all 
of our human actions that we have the fullness of our human lives opened up for us.
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