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 Our Jewish brothers and sisters are about a week away from the beginning 

of their High Holy Days.  Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, will be 

observed a week from tomorrow, with Yom Kippur, probably the most sacred 

day on the Jewish liturgical calendar, following on October 9th.  Translated, 

Yom Kippur means the Day of Atonement and it commemorates the day Moses 

received the second set of tablets of the Ten Commandments – and, thus, the day 

the Israelites were forgiven for making and worshipping the golden calf.  To this 

day, it remains a day of solemn observance for Jews – a day of complete fast, a 

day set aside to afflict the soul.  Most Jews spend hours of this day in prayer in 

the synagogue – which should give you a clue, I suspect, why Catholics don’t 

still observe the day.  (We get nervous if Mass lasts a full hour.) In our terms, 

Yom Kippur is a sort of Ash Wednesday/Good Friday/Season of Lent 

concentrated into just one powerful day.  For Jews, Yom Kippur marks the day 

when the books are closed, so to speak – if your name is written in the book then 

you will live; if not, then judgment is rendered against you.  The day includes 

prayers of repentance and culminates in a long blast of the shofar, the ram’s 

horn. 

 In many ways, the message contained in the gospel passage we just heard 

is as startling as the sound of the shofar.  Jesus tells his disciples, tells us, that 

we must make a choice.  In the terms of Yom Kippur, we must ensure that our 

names are written in the Book of Heaven – for judgment will be rendered 

against us if we are not.  No problem, we find ourselves replying, I’ll make sure 

that my name is carefully inscribed in the Book of Life.  I might even register in 

the parish.  Just don’t expect me to visit my registration, to visit God more than 

once or twice a year.  Indeed, most people are anxious to be on God’s list – as 

long as their names can remain on many other membership rolls as well.  Yes, I 

want to belong to heaven – eventually – but in the meantime, I want to stay in 

the finest of hotels and travel to the most glamorous corners of the globe and 

play on the best courses.  I want to have seats on the 50 yard line and tailgate at 

the best sporting events.  I want to see my name in the business column or the 

society column or in lights.  I want to give heaven its due, but more than 

anything else, I want to enjoy this life to the fullest. 

 

 As he has often done in Luke’s gospel, Jesus tells us that we cannot keep 

one foot in each camp.  We cannot pencil our name in the Book of Life while at 

the same time carving it boldly on the wall of mammon.  Yes, our gospel 



passage today includes one of those rare untranslated words – mammon, a word 

of Hebrew origins whose exact meaning is somewhat obscure.  Sometimes 

mammon means riches, wealth, greed.  At other times, it is seemingly 

personified – the god of wealth, so to speak.  The most common definition of 

mammon isn’t really about money at all – at least directly.  Mammon, the 

scholars tell us, is “that in which we put our trust.”  So Jesus is telling us that we 

cannot serve God while we put our trust in another – in ourselves, in another 

person, in the wealth that we have accumulated.  We cannot belong to God and, 

at the same time, belong to this world.  We must make a choice.  The great 

baseball hall-of-famer and wit Yogi Berra once famously observed, “When you 

come to the fork in the road, take it.”  In other words, when faced with the 

choice of life, we cannot just sit and wait, and we cannot travel both paths.  We 

must either walk the path of a disciple or the path of mammon.  Again, in terms 

of Yom Kippur, if we want our names written in the Book of Life, if we want to 

belong to heaven, then our names must be erased from each and every 

membership list and place of honor and checkbook of this world. 

 

 That’s not easy.  Most of us spend so much time trying to get ahead, 

trying to make a name for ourselves.  Our society encourages us, pushes us, 

requires us to succeed.  And we all know folks who get so caught up in the 

pursuit – who get so dazzled by the trappings of honor or power or wealth – that 

they are willing to take shortcuts.  They are willing to put a few more shekels on 

the scale, to be less than completely honest – as long as they get what they want.  

The gospel talks about that as well.  If you can’t trust someone with the false 

wealth of this world, why would you trust them with the true treasure of eternal 

life?  Everything we have is a gift from God.  Jesus challenges us to use these 

earthly gifts wisely or, if we are selfish with them, if we are dishonest with 

them, then our God will withhold from us the true gifts that endure.  If we listen 

carefully, we can probably hear the sound of a shofar in our hearts.  Will we 

respond to its call and belong exclusively to God?  Or will the lure of mammon 

cause us to put our trust in what can never last? 


