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Lent 1

Mark 10:17-31
God of every journey, walk with us during these Lenten days.  Open us to your presence in penitence, in scripture, and in the world so that we might be strengthened to follow you each and every day, with Jesus Christ as our guide. Amen.
“Following Jesus Is About More Than Following the Rules”

There’s an often repeated saying that the reason people talk about sex so much is so they can avoid the subject of money.  I think this is true of Presbyterians for sure.  We’ve been arguing about sexual standards for ordination for a good 30 years, and even though we appear to have settled the matter, we are still at it, still arguing.  And I suspect in some ways it is so we can avoid the more difficult subjects, like that of money.  
The last time I preached on this passage was October 11, 2009.  The week prior I preached a sermon on divorce, based on Jesus’ condemnation of the practice just a few verses prior to this one.  Divorce is a pretty tough topic to address in a sermon.  But truth be told, I think money is harder.  Especially when the people you’re preaching for have a large part in paying your salary.  But you know what they say, “Willing fools receive treasures where angels fear to tread.”  So let’s dive right in, shall we?  And don’t worry, your wallets are safe.

“Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life,” a man asks Jesus.  Matthew and Luke also tell this story, but in Matthew the man is young, and in Luke he is a ruler, which is why most of know this story as the one about “the rich, young ruler”.  But in Mark he’s just a guy, albeit a righteous guy. He definitely knows what to do when he’s in the presence of someone holy like Jesus.  He kneels at Jesus’ feet in a sign of respect and calls Jesus good.  

“Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life,” the man asks.  Jesus tells him to keep the 10 commandments.  Don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, honor your mother and father; and throws in an extra one: don’t defraud.    The man tells Jesus that he’s kept all of the commandments since his youth.  But he’s desperate to know what more he can do.

Now, let’s just pause right here before we go any further.  Because what the man was asking was not atypical in Jesus’ day, nor in our day, either.  What must we do, we want to know?  Even among we Protestants who shun works righteousness, who whole heartedly believe in grace alone and that one cannot work for one’s salvation, there’s still a tendency to believe that there must be something we need to do.  In a way, we sort of look upon the 10 Commandments as a type of self-improvement plan because naturally if we follow them or Jesus’ other teaching, we will be better people and therefore, we will be saved.  
But the problem with this line of thinking, and the man’s question, is that there really is nothing we can do to inherit something.  An inheritance, by its very definition, is something we can only receive if a person chooses to give it to us.  

But the man persists with his question.  “I’ve kept all the commandments.”  

To which Jesus, looking at him and loving him, replies, “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.”  Well we know what happens next.  The man walks away, because he had a lot of stuff.
As far as I know, this is the only story in the Gospels where Jesus invites a person to discipleship and they turn it down. “He went away grieving”; he turned his back on Jesus because of one thing: money. “For he had many possessions,” Mark tells us.

I suppose Jesus’ words might cause a lot of us to walk away, too, because we too have many possessions.  We may have two or three cars which we’re making payments on, a house and mortgage, a boat, a lake house, three or four TVs, two or three computers, cell phones; we eat out a few times a week, maybe we have a membership at the gym, or a club membership; not to mention health insurance, car insurance, house insurance, and/or life insurance; and we’re paying for our kids’ education or day care.  

When we discover that discipleship has to do with our money, our shoulders sag, our faces drop, and we come up with every list of excuses as to why this story doesn’t pertain to us and/or can’t possibly be true. 
However, if we’re willing to stay with the story a little longer in the hopes that Jesus might go running after the man to tell him, “Hey wait, I was just kidding about that part!”  (Because, you know, there is little thing we call grace), we hear him say, “How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God.”  And then, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God!”

Whew.  Make no bones about it, Jesus has a bone to pick with anyone of any means.

So what are we supposed to do?  I mean, does Jesus really want us to Go and sell everything we have and give it to the poor, thereby becoming poor ourselves?  Is that really what Jesus wants?  Well, maybe.  Maybe he does want us to do that.  Maybe Jesus knows that money can be the root of all evil.  Maybe he knows that people have a tendency to value their possessions more than discipleship.  It’s possible.  And certainly true.
So what do we do?

Well, before we get to that, let me tell you a story I heard last Sunday, a story that might help us to answer this question.  You may have heard the story I heard last Sunday on “60 Minutes” about 9 people who have been out of work for more than 2, 3 and 4 years.
The 9 people interviewed are in their 40s and 50s; they had good jobs; they have college degrees; they thought would be with the same company until retirement; they were loyal; they are depressed; and their unemployment benefits have run out.

Many of them now receive food stamps; some of them have moved in with relatives after selling their homes; and some of them worried they would be homeless.  They’ve turned in their cars, they’ve taken kids out of college, and they’ve faced foreclosure.  They’ve now pinned the last of their hopes on Joe Carbone, president of something called “The Workplace”, which is the state unemployment office in southwest Connecticut.  Carbone's territory has some of the richest towns in the nation. The commuter lines are arteries to the heart of corporate power in New York. But a lot of people walking around in suits haven't had a job in years.

Joe Carbone is outraged that more people aren’t outraged about the number of people facing unemployment and/or underemployment, and that more people aren’t doing something to help restore the American dream for the 4,000,000 people who have been without work for more than a year.

In other words, why aren’t more of us doing something to shoulder the responsibility for people who are unemployed?  I’m not sure I really can answer that.  About the best I can do is to fathom a guess, and I’m betting it’s for a couple of reasons.  One, we don’t know what to do.  And two, we may not feel very responsible for someone’s job loss and, therefore, do not think we share in the responsibility of helping someone find employment, especially someone we don’t know.  We may help someone we do know, a family member or friend, for example.  But a total stranger?  That’s probably unlikely.  

But here’s the thing.  We do bear responsibility.  It’s part and parcel of being a disciple.  We need to be willing to dedicate our entire selves, including our money and possessions, for the common good.  The rich man was unwilling to do that.

And not only that, but those 10 commandments he followed so diligently in order for him to improve his chances of inheriting eternal life?  Well, following them isn’t about making us a better person so that we get our reward in heaven.  Following them is about making us a better person for the sake of our neighbors.    

You see, discipleship isn’t about following the rules so we get our reward, discipleship is about doing the right thing so others get theirs, too.  In other words, if we think we’re saved, our lives should reflect it, including our financial lives.  If Jesus comes along and tells us to give up everything, we should be willing to do that.  

Jesus’ requirements for discipleship are not easy . . .which could be why we always want to change the conversation.  It requires a total transformation and commitment on our part.  It means removing the stumbling blocks that are in our way, no matter how heavy or cumbersome they may be.  For many of us, a stumbling block may be our money and our possessions.

But here’s the good news.  With God, nothing is impossible.  “For God, all things are possible,” Jesus tells the disciples.  We are not left alone to remove the stumbling blocks from our paths.  God can and will help us with this.  
But here’s the best news.  Jesus looked upon the rich man and loved him.  In that look we see once again the kingdom that Jesus is trying to usher in, and we are reminded of our desire to be loved and held in hands of care and blessing.  Jesus opens God’s arms to all those who are willing to enter this kingdom of mutual love, respect and concern.

Jesus looked upon the man and loved him.  And Jesus looks upon you, and loves you, too, and has great faith in you, because nothing is impossible for God.
Amen. 

PRAYER OF ORDINATION and Laying on of Hands

God of grace, pour out your Holy Spirit on Sharon, that she may be a faithful elder in the church.  Give her prudence and sound judgment, wisdom and courage to order the life of the church in obedience to your Word.

Nourish her in the life of the Holy Spirit, that she may exercise the ministry of discipline with humility and compassion.

Guide her in governance, on this session and in every court of the church, that she may be servant leaders following Christ who came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life to set others free.  Give her joy in their walk of faith and a sure sense of your abiding presence for her work of ministry.

Gracious God, through the waters of baptism, you have claimed us as your own and called us to share in Christ’s ministry. Pour out your Holy Spirit upon us, that we may discern the gifts you have given, calling them forth from one another, and together use these gifts for the good of all.  In obedience to Christ, and in the unity of his Spirit, may we proclaim good news, make disciples, be light and leaven, share our bread, offer a cup of cold water, and wash one another’s feet.  Make us strong in Christ to live as your people and show forth your saving love in the world, by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

DECLARATION OF ORDINATION (AND INSTALLATION)

The moderator addresses those who are newly ordained and installed:

Sharon- you are now a ruling elder in the church of Jesus Christ and for this congregation.  Be faithful and true in your ministry so that your whole life will bear witness to the crucified and risen Christ.

Prayer of Dedication
We give Thee but Thine own, O Lord, and we do this intentionally each week to remind ourselves that everything we have is on loan from you. The gifts that we have presented today are not all that we have, but a portion which we set aside, so that your work can be done in this church and in the world. Help us to be ever mindful of your generosity toward us, so that we might be generous in return. Amen.

Pastoral Prayer

Lord,
We offer our thoughts and prayers to you.
We put our trust in you to hear and respond to our needs.
We pray for your tender mercies for those of us who are suffering.
We pray for strength for those of us who are experiencing weakness.
We pray for comfort for those of us who are grieving.
We pray that though we encounter stumbling blocks when following you, that you would be with us and help us to overcome them.
Lord, we believe that your Kingdom is at hand;
And so we repent and believe with all our hearts your good news.
Lord remove from our lives those barriers that keep us from being in relationship with you, ourselves and others that we may truly live into the joy of your Kingdom.

