
18th Sunday in Ordinary Time
31 July 2022

“Take care to guard against all greed”

“Greed is all right…I want you to know that.  I think greed is healthy.  

You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.”  

Those aren’t my words.  Those words were spoken by Wall Street 

trader Ivan Boesky in 1986 when he gave the commencement address at 

UC-Berkeley’s school of business. The very next year, in the film, Wall 

Street, a character based on Boesky addresses a corporate share-holders 

meeting and declares, “Greed…is good.  Greed is right…Greed in all its 

forms…has marked the upward surge of mankind.”  A week after the 

film’s release, Ivan Boesky was sentenced to three years in prison and 

fined $100 million dollars for securities fraud.  Apparently, he never got 

the memo issued by Jesus in today’s Gospel when the Lord warns us 

that greed in all its forms is dangerous and poses an eternal threat.  

Each of our other readings today helps set the stage for the Lord’s 

warning about greed in the Gospel, so let’s look at them in order.  The 

first reading is from Ecclesiastes.  Ecclesiastes is a Greek translation of 

the Hebrew word for preacher, Qoheleth.  Qoheleth is the book’s 

narrator, and he laments that life is ultimately meaningless. “Vanity of 

vanities! All things are vanity!”  According to Qoheleth, everything we 

do is empty and futile, because in the end, we all die.  Now, it may seem 

surprising to find such a bleak and hopeless perspective in the Bible, but 

when Qoheleth preached, many did not believe in eternal life.  In light 

of Jesus’ revelation, however, we know that what we do in this life does 

matter and has eternal significance.  But even with that Christian 

perspective, much of Qoheleth’s critique still holds because what we do 



in our lives is ultimately meaningless unless it is somehow directed 

toward achieving our eternal destinies and helping others achieve theirs.

Like Ecclesiastes, today’s responsorial psalm affirms that this 

mortal life will pass: “You turn men back to dust…You make an end of 

them in their sleep; next morning they are like the changing grass, 

which at dawn springs up anew, but by evening wilts and fades.” Truly, 

all of us will “wilt and fade,” but the psalm also makes a vital plea, 

“Teach us to number our days aright.”  In other words, knowing that he 

is going to die, the psalmist prays that he might spend well the limited 

number of days he has on earth.  How are we to do God’s will in the 

brief span of days allotted to us?  What does it mean to “number our 

days aright”?

Consider first how we tend to “number our days.”  Most of us are 

concerned about how much time we have to meet deadlines, to complete 

tasks, to achieve goals and fulfill ambitions: How many days until I 

graduate, go to college, and move away from home?  How long until my 

promotion? When can I retire and how long will my retirement account 

last?  How many days left to check items off my bucket list?  We all ask 

such questions, but they are rooted primarily in our temporal, worldly 

lives and we could say that such concerns are, ultimately, vanity.  

Why?  Let’s briefly jump ahead to the Gospel. We find the rich 

man planning to eat, drink, and be merry for years to come, until God 

tells him, “You fool!  This night your life will be demanded of you.”  

The rich man had directed all his efforts to his material well-being and 

comfort, with no consideration of the eternal destiny awaiting him.  He 

had not “numbered his days aright.”  If we wish to number our days 

aright, we must keep in mind the ancient Latin maxim, “Memento 



mori”—“Remember that you must die.”  This is no morbid or macabre 

preoccupation with death, but rather a clear-sighted, valuable reminder 

of our mortal fate so as to better prepare for our eternal fate.  If we 

really want to number our days aright, we should view each day as part 

of a count-down to the glorious day when we get to meet God face-to-

face, always aware that the count-down could end at any moment.

So we should focus our attention and energy on that which is 

eternal and heavenly, rather than that which is only temporary and 

earthly.  As St. Paul says in today’s reading from his letter to the 

Colossians: “If you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where 

Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Think of what is above, not of 

what is on earth.”  Paul then urges action to fortify that heavenly focus: 

“Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, 

impurity, passion, evil desire, and the greed that is idolatry.”

Why does Paul call greed “idolatry”?  Because it leads us to seek, 

strive for, and even worship something other than God.  Greed is a lust 

clinging tightly to what it has while also desiring more.  If this world’s 

pleasures are the focus of our desires, then we cannot at the same time 

cling tightly to God and desire intimacy with him above all things.  As 

Jesus said in Matthew’s Gospel, “No one can serve two masters. He will 

either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the 

other.  You cannot serve God and money” (Mt 6:24).

Now, with these initial readings as background, let’s consider the 

Lord’s teaching about greed in today’s Gospel.  Our passage begins, 

“Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, tell my brother to share 

the inheritance with me.’”  Does that sound familiar to any of you?  So 

often we hear siblings complain about getting the short end of the stick.  



We heard a similar story just two weeks ago in our reading about 

Martha and Mary.  In both of these Gospel passages, a disgruntled 

sibling insists that Jesus settle the score for them.  In neither case, 

however, does Jesus comply with their demands.

Instead, in today’s Gospel, Jesus used the man’s petition to 

emphasize to the entire crowd the dangers of greed and the importance 

of avoiding it.  Jesus turned to the crowd and said, “Take care to guard 

against all greed, for though one may be rich, one’s life does not consist 

of possessions.”  Hearing that, many of us might be tempted to assume, 

“Well, that warning doesn’t apply to me.  I’m not rich.”  Dangerously, 

that assumption is amazingly widespread in prosperous communities.  

Most people don’t think of themselves as rich; instead “rich people” are 

those folks who have more money, a bigger house, a fancier boat, or a 

faster car.  A millionaire doesn’t consider himself rich if all of his 

neighbors are multi-millionaires.

I learned an important lesson about wealth and poverty when I 

worked on Alaska’s Yukon Delta.  By any objective standard, the rural 

indigenous communities in that vast region are among the poorest in 

America.  The poverty rate is nearly 40%, and that county is among the 

poorest 1% of counties in our country.  And yet our pastor refused to let 

our parishioners wallow in self-pity or play the “I’m so poor” card to 

justify their attitudes or moral decisions.  Father Gene had spent time in 

the slums of India, where he encountered what he described as “real 

poverty.”  He emphasized that by the standards of the slums of Kolkata, 

the native people of the Yukon Delta were quite rich.  By that same 

standard, most of us here in northern Wisconsin are extraordinarily 

wealthy, so all of us would do well to heed Jesus’ warning.



Note also how comprehensive Jesus’ warning is—“guard against 

all greed.”  The word “all” is translated from the Greek word, pas, 

which implies “each and every form of.”  Thus, we should guard against 

each and every form of greed.  The most obvious object of greed is 

money.  For example, the character, Scrooge, in Charles Dickens’ “A 

Christmas Carol,” loved money for the sake of the money itself.  He 

lived a miserly, austere life—he didn’t spend money on his employee, 

Bob Cratchit, or on the needy, and he didn’t even bother spending 

much on himself.  He simply wanted to accumulate more money.  His 

greed certainly was idolatry—he worshiped at the altar of money itself.

Most of us, however, are more vulnerable to the temptation of 

monetary greed because of what it can get for us—more possessions, 

more comfort, more security.  We cling to what we have, and then strive 

to accumulate even more.  But the deadly sin of greed is not limited to 

just money and what it can buy.  Jesus warns that we must be on guard 

against all forms of greed: greed for more time to call our own, more 

freedom—more opportunities—to do what we want when we want.  We 

can be greedy for physical pleasures, for physical fitness, for knowledge, 

for experiences and adventures, for accomplishments, for recognition 

and praise from others.  Many of us are greedy for entertainment, just 

like Christians in the 4th century, who were admonished by St. Basil the 

Great: “Do you not see how people throw away their wealth on 

theatrical performances, boxing contests, mimes, and fights between 

men and beasts…and all for the sake of fleeting honor and popular 

applause?” Of course, there’s nothing inherently wrong with recreation 

and entertainment but when our focus on them distract us from 

honoring God in all we do, such activities become mere vanities.



Greed does not discriminate.  Greed can threaten both rich and 

poor—for both rich and poor can be greedy—and it also threatens both 

old and young.  I can’t count the number of times I’ve witnessed greed 

in young children—greedy for Christmas presents, greedy for Easter 

eggs, greedy for Halloween candy.  Older kids can get greedy for 

clothing, technology, excitement, attention, and popularity.  So, for any 

young people here today, I encourage you, too, to pay attention to Jesus’ 

warning.  He wants you to be less greedy and more generous.

At the end of his parable about the rich man who uselessly built 

bigger barns to store all his wealth, Jesus warns us against wasting our 

time saving up those things that do not last, that can be snatched from 

us at any moment by the relentless grasp of death.  Instead, our Lord 

exhorts us to be “rich in what matters to God.” Well, what does matter 

to God?  Fortunately, Scripture tells us over and over again and in 

many different ways what matters to God.  

For example, St. Paul encourages us to embrace the three gifts 

that last: faith, hope, and love.  Jesus emphasizes the greatest of these, 

love, when he declares the two greatest commandments: love God with 

everything you are and everything you have, and love your neighbor as 

yourself.  Living out the Sermon on the Mount, particularly the 

Beatitudes, matters to God.  He wants us to be the sheep in the parable 

of the sheep and the goats: using our wealth—however large or meager 

our fortune may be—to provide for the hungry and thirsty, to visit the 

ill and imprisoned, to provide shelter and clothing for the destitute.  

God has made clear that we are to share whatever gifts he has 

given us.  As the prophet Micah explained, “[God] has shown you, O 

man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you but to act 



justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God.”  So, it’s not hard 

to discover what matters to God, but it can be hard to grow rich in those 

things that matter to him if we succumb to greed.  

So, right now, ask yourself if there is, somewhere in your life, a 

kernel of greed that needs uprooting.  Perhaps our Scriptures today, or 

my comments about them, have made you uncomfortable, pricked your 

conscience, or made you squirm. I know that I was squirming just as I 

prepared this homily, realizing how many ways I am greedy.  If you also 

feel uncomfortable about the potential for greed in your life, that’s a 

good thing.  It means that the Holy Spirit is at work in us. Greed is not 

good, but conviction by the Holy Spirit is good.  It can lead to 

repentance and the reforming of our priorities, our plans, and our 

practices.  Indeed, the Holy Spirit convicts us so that he can change our 

lives and draw us ever closer to the Trinity.  

Finally, I’ll leave you with this admonition.  If your conscience has 

been stirred today, then remember our responsorial verse, “If today you 

hear his voice, harden not your hearts.”  Instead, harden your resolve to 

heed that voice and keep your heart receptive to the Lord’s word.  

“Number your days aright” by striving to live more lovingly, more 

humbly, and more generously from this day forth.  I began today’s 

homily with the words of a criminal.  Now, let me close with the words 

of a saint, St. Basil: “Your reward for the right use of the things of this 

world will be everlasting glory, a crown of righteousness, and the 

kingdom of heaven; God will welcome you, the angels will praise you, all 

men who have existed since the world began will call you blessed.”


