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Mark 10:17-31

We celebrate your love and presence, O God.  May we trust that love and respond to your presence when your call cuts against our expectations or plans.  Open us, then, to your compassion that seeks not what is easy for us, but what is best.  Amen.

“Are You Talking To Me?”

More tough words, that’s what we have today.  More tough words.  After last week’s tough words about divorce, I was hoping for a little buffer.

But Jesus keeps saying these outrageous things.  Do you remember?  A few weeks ago our reading from the Gospel of Mark included that apparently prejudiced comment he made to the Syrophoenician woman about “taking the children’s food and throwing it to the dogs.”  The week after that it got personal.  He said that those who wanted to follow him would have to “deny themselves and take up their cross” in order to do so.  The next week he told his disciples that “whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  Then we had his words about divorce, and now these words about wealth: “how hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the Kingdom of God.”  Ouch.

Now, I’d like to think that Jesus isn’t talking to me in this story.  But, he is.  And he’s talking to you, too-because relatively speaking, we’re all wealthy.  We might not feel wealthy, but in global terms, we are.  More so than we might think.

To show you how wealthy we really are, I have a short quiz for you.  Henry took this quiz in his social studies class, and then brought it home to test his parents.  So, are you smarter than a 6th grader?  And just how wealthy are we compared to the rest of the world?

If we could reduce the world’s population to a village of 100 people, with all existing ratios remaining the same, what would this village look like?  What do you think?  Put your best guess on paper.  Out of 100 people in the village, how many would be:

· Male (51)

· Female (49)

· Asian (60)

· African (14)

· European (12)

· Latin American (8)

· Christian (33)

· From the US and Canada (5)

· White (18)

· Living in substandard housing-no running water, electricity (80)

· Unable to read (67)

· Malnourished (50)

· Without access to safe water supply (33)

· Without electricity (24)

· College-educated (1)

· Would control 32% of the village’s wealth (5)

Shocking statistics but not all that surprising really.

By the living standards of the world, we who have advanced degrees, running water and electricity are camels, people who, by Jesus’ standards, would have difficulty threading the needle’s eye into eternal life even with the help of our best bifocals.

I’ll state my disclaimer up front and state that today’s story is, for me, the most difficult of Jesus’ stories, because I know I cannot live up to his request.  I could not give up everything I have, nor could I leave my family behind.  I’ve always been certain that if the ministry meant leading a single life, without children-I would have chosen a different profession.  Having a family, and a large family at that, has always been important to me.  I don’t do well alone.  The one time in my life that I had the chance to live alone, I went and got a dog.    So when I read this story from Mark about giving everything away and leaving it all behind, I just know that Jesus is talking to me and I too would walk away shocked and grieving. 

“Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life,” the man asks Jesus.  Mark’s man isn’t young like Matthew’s or a ruler, like Luke’s.  Mark doesn’t even say he’s rich.  He’s just a guy.  But he’s a righteous guy. He kneels at Jesus’ feet in a sign of respect; he calls Jesus good (something that Jesus rebuffs), and he’s kept all of the commandments since his youth.  He’s desperate to know what more he can do, so much so that he comes running to Jesus with his urgent question.

To which Jesus, looking at him and loving him and said, “You lack one thing: go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then, come follow me.”

Omeone wrote that people with power . . .The urge to soften Jesus’ words is irresistible.  And that urge has been around a long time.

An ancient scribe added words to verse 24 to read “how hard it for those who trust in riches” to enter the kingdom of God, as if the man’s problem is not being rich but putting faith in his wealth instead of putting his faith in God.

A 9th century interpreter made up the idea of a low gate in Jerusalem called “the eye of the needle” through which camels could pass if they’re stooped and unencumbered.  Presumably, then, Jesus only criticizes the proud rich.  Unfortunately, no gate ever existed.  Nor do Jesus’ words recognize such distinctions about wealthy people’s attitudes. 

Countless preachers have said that Jesus somehow perceived that wealth was this man’s particular weak spot, so he zeroed in on it to expose the man’s shortcomings.  This interpretation gives us permission to assume that Jesus would never ask us to part with our possessions, just those things that we really do NOT want to give up. 

Now, I have to say, this interpretation has a lot of appeal.  For one thing, it allows us to be honest with ourselves and admit that all of us have a stumbling block-something that’s getting in our way of being a good disciple.  And, even if we don’t really want to imagine Jesus uncovering our secrets, there’s something appealing about Jesus gazing into our eyes, probing the depths of our hearts, and telling us plainly what it is we need to do to get through the eye of the needle so we can get to heaven.

But the trouble with this interpretation, is that we have no way of knowing what Jesus’ innermost thoughts are in this passage.  All we know is what Jesus says, and his words are pretty plain-spoken: just as large animals do not get through tiny openings, so the wealthy do not fit in the kingdom of God.  Even a rich man who has successfully kept all the commandments cannot fit.

So what do we do?  Do we sell everything we have and give it to the poor?  This is what St. Francis of Assissi did.  But he was a saint-most of us are not (no offense).  Do we leave our families behind? We could, but DFS would probably come for me.  So a literal reading doesn’t make much sense for most of us.  And, as I said last week, we aren’t biblical literalists.

So what do we do?  We can’t throw it out; and we can’t read it literally.  Which leaves us with only one option: take the words at face value, read them in their context, and proceed.

The first thing we need to do is to be honest-just like we were with his words about divorce-and admit that Jesus’ words are tough.  No matter how we re-write Jesus’ words, they come out the same.  But, the last thing Jesus would want us to do is to take these words and turn them into a new law.  Doing that is not in keeping with Jesus’ mission and ministry.  

Some of you have probably seen Oliver Stone’s movie Wall Stree.  In thiat movie we see what the rich young man might become were he to move to Manhattan’s financial district. Young Bud Fox, tired of working at a small investment firm, wants to move into the big leagues, so he courts the famous Gordon Gekko, a ruthless entrepreneur whose motto “Greed is good” reflects the way that he treats everyone. 

The film becomes a struggle for the soul of a man, with Gekko pulling in one way, and Bud’s father Carl pulling in the opposite, toward compassion and honesty. Carl’s philosophy is well summed up in his plea to his son, “Stop going for the easy buck and start producing something with your life. Create, instead of living off the buying and selling of others.” 

Managing to wriggle into his confidence, Bud becomes more and more like his mentor. Finally, however he comes to his senses, especially when Gekko acts on information that Bud has received from his father about Blue Star airlines, the company where Carl has worked for 24 years. Gekko decides to buy it so that he can sell it off in pieces and raid the employees’ large pension fund. Through an elaborate scheme Bud outwits Gekko. The father Carl has won, with Bud being much poorer, but wiser than at the start of the film. He might not have “many possessions,” but he has his soul back.  In the end, the pull of wealth doesn’t win out.

None of us are Wall Street tycoons, but every day we’re faced with decisions about what to do with our money.  Do we save it, keep it, hoard it, give it away, spend it?  Every day, many times a day, we make decisions about our money and how we’re going to spend it.

The man was faced with a difficult decision as to what to do with his wealth.  Would he give it away, as Jesus asks, or keep it?

We always make the assumption that the man walked away sorrowful because he was unwilling to sell all that he had.  But we don’t know that for sure, do we?  For all we know, the man walked away sorrowful precisely because he decided to sell it all.  That action would have been fraught with emotion, because not only would he have been giving away everything he had worked so hard for, but he also would have been taking a decisive step into the future not knowing what the future holds.  

But when do we ever know what the future holds?

The young man thinks he’s built a solid foundation to secure his future.  But Jesus tells him otherwise.  “You lack one thing,” he tells him.  And what is that one thing?  The belief that with God, anything is possible.

“With God, all things are possible,” Jesus told the disciples after the young man left.  And Jesus tells that to us, too-we who are hearing these words 2000 years later.  “Nothing is impossible with God.”  

A Jewish midrash records: “The Holy One said, open for me a door as big as a needle’s eye and I will open for you a door through which may enter tents and [camels?]” In other words, God only needs us to open the door of our hearts just the tiniest crack – the size of the eye of a needle is enough – and God will come pouring in to set up room for an oasis.

Life in God’s eternal presence depends on conduct consistent with God’s will.  But thankfully for all of us who don’t always do as we’re told, there’s this little thing called grace.  As Augustine prayed, “Give me the grace to do as you command, and command me to do what you will.”

Amen.  

