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As I was listening to that gospel, I asked myself why Jesus wouldn’t be drawn into the dispute
the man was having with his brother over the family inheritance. We would naturally think that
Jesus would get involved anywhere where he might be able to help people be reconciled with
one another. I suppose one reason could be that the dispute was about earthly possessions and
Jesus was more focused on spiritual things. But I don’t think this is a good reason, because the
dispute was really about more than earthly possession. Another reason that Jesus might not
have wanted to be involved could be that he saw this as a matter that was private between the
members of the family, and he didn’t want to interfere. But again, I don’t think this is a good
reason, because while it was about the inheritance, the way the man poses the question it is

now about his relationship with his brother. Jesus would always be interested in that.

There is a third reason that I can think of as to why Jesus did not want to get involved. I think
it could be that the man wasn’t really asking the question in good faith. He was trying to use
Jesus to win a battle against his brother. If that is the case, then he was acting out of selfish
motives. But that may not be the most serious thing. What seems more serious to me is his
attitude to Jesus. I think there is something selfish about this too. We’d probably say today that

he was “using” Jesus.

Now, although Jesus says he doesn’t want to get involved in the dispute over inheritance, he is
not going to let himself be used. So, he goes on to teach the man about the importance of
growing in wisdom. He tells the man to be on his guard against avarice. He challenges the man
to consider why he is in dispute with his brother. Is it simply because he wants more? Will
having more make him feel secure? If that is what it is about, then Jesus is telling the man that

he might be acting more like a foolish man than a wise man.

The parable Jesus tells is meant to get the man thinking about his situation. It is meant get him
asking questions about his life and what is important. It is a parable about acquiring wealth.
We notice that there is no criticism of acquiring wealth. The point to think about is how it
changed the life of the landowner in the parable. So, we have to ask the question about why the
landowner wanted to acquire the wealth that comes from having a good harvest. Was it for
security? Was it for status? Was it for pleasure? It may have been for a combination of all of

these. In themselves, there is nothing wrong with these. The parable seems to be making the



point that any of these motives are limited. The landowner in the parable thought he could sit
back and enjoy himself. The sad thing was that he didn’t live long enough to do that. In a certain
twist of irony, all that he had built up would go to others, and they might find themselves in

dispute just as was the man asking Jesus the question.

I think the point Jesus is making with this parable is that while security, status and pleasure are
all good things, if they become the reason for living then life will soon be full of
disappointment. Jesus wants to shift the focus, so that his hearers begin to think about wealth
and riches somewhat differently. This will mean both knowing what is important and
recognising the deep desires of the heart. Jesus is saying that the important thing is to be “rich
in the sight of God”. St Paul, in our second reading, expressed a similar thing, saying “let your

thoughts be on heavenly things”. So, what might this look like?

I think one of the most powerful examples is found in the good quality relationships we have
in family and community. Those relationships are built on looking out for each other, caring
for each other. They are based on both giving and receiving. This is what gives a rich human
life. Let me give an example. I recently heard a priest talking about his experience of moving
into residential aged care. He noted that most of the people who do the frontline care are often
people who are here on short term visas and have come from poorer circumstances. But the
most important thing that characterises them is that they come from family and community
contexts where caring for others, especially the elderly — the aunties and the uncles — is part of
their life. I think this is being “rich in the sight of God”, to use the words of Jesus in the gospel,

or having “thoughts on heavenly things”, in the words of St Paul.

Jesus challenged the man who asked him to settle a dispute to think about what is important in
life. He challenged him to think about the meaning of life. He challenged him to distinguish
the wise pathway from the foolish pathway and to follow the wise pathway. The parable can

also get us thinking!



