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“I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry.”

This Parable of the Rich Fool appears only in St Luke’s Gospel. “You Fool, this night your soul will be required of you. Whose will they be then, these things you have prepared?” 


This is entirely in harmony with St Luke’s emphasis on the need for us to relax our grasp upon material possessions, and his encouragement of voluntary poverty among the disciples of Jesus. Think of God and of eternity, not of your possessions.

This Sunday’s Gospel is aptly coupled with a short extract from the Old Testament Book of Ecclesiastes, a familiar passage - “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” 

The Hebrew text reads “hevel havalim”. The root meaning of “hevel” is “mist” or “vapour,” like the morning mist which dissipates as the sun rises and burns it off. It is something transitory and vapid.  

So “fleeting transience” might be a better translation than “vanity of vanities.” “Hevel” lacks the negative connotations of the English vice “vanity”. Qoholeth, the author,  is tormented simplt by how soon life with all its worldly preoccupations comes to an end. 

He confronts the reader with the question of human mortality, which must be the starting point for any inquiry into the meaning of life. In this world everything is transient. Rather like those gravestone epitaphs in which the corpse solemnly cautions the passer-by: “What you are now, I once was. What I am, you will be. Memento mori”

A fortnight ago I celebrated the 23rd anniversary of my ordination as priest. It is amazing how quickly the years have passed. Approaching my mid-fifties, one becomes more aware that at some point a voice will say: “Sorry mate, your time’s up. That was your life. Come in number 23031954 – 6593!” 


It is consoling to know that life expectancy at birth for males in Wigan (where I was born) is 72.4   Average life expectancy for men in England, who have already made it to age 65, is 81.6 years. If you want a really long life, your chances would have been improved by being Japanese (life expectancy 82.6 years at birth). Pity the poor people of Swaziland, where the AIDS pandemic has brought life expectancy down to 32.2 years.

Although modern life expectancy may be much better in the 21st century UK than in 3rd century BC Palestine, eventually the same challenge of mortality faces us. 


The complacency which flows from taking a long life for granted, may of course lead us into sin: “A good person who lives as if he were to die every day – given that our life is uncertain by definition, will not sin – for good fear extinguishes most of the disorder of our appetites; whereas he who thinks he has a long life ahead of him will easily let himself be dominated by pleasures.” (St Athanasius, Adversus Antigonum c.350 AD)


Ecclesiastes is part of the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament, along with the books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Songs and Sirach. They aim to do precisely what their collective title implies – to teach true Wisdom. They stimulate us to reflect upon the human condition, the problem of evil, the paradoxes of this life – and to find our true anchor in God. 

Here all teachers of the Faith could fittingly undertake an examination of conscience: How do we use these God-given texts in the education of the young, especially of teenagers and young adults?

The Book of Ecclesiastes has about it something of the sadness of the old world before the coming of the Redeemer. The writer Qoholeth is already an old man. In his life he has sought riches, he has sought wisdom, he has sought pleasure. 

Like Job, Qoholeth sees how unfair the world is. One man works diligently and amasses a fortune. Suddenly he dies, his wealth is taken from his, and shared out among spendthrift children or fools who have never worked for it. Human life is ever precarious and uncertain. It ends with the weakness of old age and the ever-so-democratic curse of death.


Qoholeth has enjoyed happiness and good fortune, yet his heart craves for something more. He has grown weary of life. “There is nothing new under the sun.” Even the rich are not necessarily happy. All man's efforts to find happiness apart from God are in vain.

Even so, he understands that God is under no obligation to justify himself to humankind. Man cannot summon God to the bar of history. It is the reverse of this which will one day take place. 

Man must resign himself to accepting the joys and sorrows which God allots. In fair times and in foul, he must keep the commandments, give alms to the poor, and obey God, who probes the human heart. He should find happiness in his work and in simple pleasures of domestic life.


“Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has already approved what you do…Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life which He has given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life…” (9:7,9)

At one time the Book of Ecclesiastes was attributed to King Solomon. It is now certain that it dates from many centuries later. 


The author, Qoholeth, “the Preacher,” was probably a religious official, perhaps of the high-priestly family. It is thought that the book was finished about the time of Antiochus Epiphanes’ conquest of Judaea in 198 BC. 

Qoholeth is not a proper name – it means simply the one who speaks in the assembly, the qahal – in Greek and Latin the ecclesia – hence the Latin title too. He was evidently an approved teacher, the leader of a circle of Jewish sages.

"The writer is a man who has sinned in giving way to selfishness and sensuality, who has paid the penalty of that sin in satiety and weariness of life, but who has through all this been under the discipline of a divine education, and has learned from it the lesson which God meant to teach him." (Easton’s Bible Dictionary)

Much work has been done in tracing the roots of Qoholeth’s thought, comparing it with Egyptian and Greek texts of the third century BC.  The writer is a Palestinian Jew, but he is well informed about international currents of thought, especially the Greek influence of the Stoic, Epicurean and Cynic philosophers. He was writing in a period when Palestine was under the suzerainty of the Ptolemies and looked towards Alexandria. Ecclesiastes breathes the same resigned atmosphere as the Egyptian “Dialogue of the Man weary of life with his soul.”


During this period the old convictions of classical Judaism had been shaken. The traditional pieties had maintained that God rewards the good and punishes the wicked in this life alone. 

Simple observation reveals that this is patently not the whole story. The wicked flourish, the poor and honest suffer. If justice is not done in this world, then if God is just, He must administer reward and punishment in another realm beyond the grave. This is the conclusion of the Book of Job, but Qoholeth does not explore quite so far.


Nevertheless Qoholeth prepares the ground for a new Revelation, for the coming of the One who will preach: “Blessed are the poor” (Luke 6:20) and warn us against placing all our hopes in “bigger barns” for our possessions.


We live in a peculiar age, in which new technical knowledge is highly esteemed, while the accumulated wisdom of a hundred generations of human beings – back to Moses and Qoholeth, Plato and Aristotle, Confucius and Aquinas – is largely ignored in favour of the TV chat show and the cult of celebrity. I wonder if any other generation in history has been quite so infatuated with modernity, or quite so negligent of the wisdom of the ancestors.


It is hardly surprising then that our civilization has turned to folly on a stupendous scale. We have turned the piling up of wealth and material possessions into the primary purpose of life, and from these hoards, these “bigger barns” we demand our happiness. We have turned our backs upon mortality, to pretend that death has no dominion over us. 

It is not to be wondered at, that so often our hopes turn to dust and ashes, and that cold reality thwarts our vaulting ambitions.


Qoholeth the preacher, and St Luke the evangelist, both challenge us to re-orient our lives towards the One who alone can give us true and lasting happiness.
