Sermon for Sunday, 10 October 2021

Let us pray:
Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in thy
sight, oh lord, my strength and my redeemer. Amen.

Many of us are familiar with the story in today’s gospel, the one where the camel tries to
go through the eye of the needle. | remember as a child in Sunday School, the teacher
brought in one of those hard plastic tunnels, and made us all crawl through it in our
Sunday best. | don’t know if you have ever tried to crawl in a dress, but | can assure you
that it did not go well. | remember to this day that sensation of being trapped in a tunnel,
nearly strangling myself with my knees on my skirt and the collar of my dress choking
me. No way forward, no way back. | have some questions about the safety of that
exercise, but | must admit that as a teaching technique, it was quite effective because
now, over forty years later, | still remember hearing about the camel and the eye of the
needle.

Most of the time I've heard this story, the focus has been on money, and our attitude
toward it. This rich man, we’ve been told, cared more about his wealth than he did about
Jesus. He was not able to let go of his money to follow the Lord. Instead of being first
with his riches, he would become one of the last, due to his selfish love of money. This
is one common interpretation of the story, and we can certainly find support for it both in
the text and in the long tradition of exegesis on this passage.

But I'm going to ask you to look a bit deeper, to give you a broader viewpoint to add to
your collection on this episode in Jesus’ life. First of all, this is one of just a handful of
stories that is contained in all three synoptic gospels, with only slight variations.
Matthew, Mark and Luke all identify the person as a man. They also all make reference
to his wealth. However, Matthew states that he is a young man, which, along with the
reference to inheritance in his question to Jesus, some experts take to mean that he
has not gained all this wealth through his own efforts, but rather that he has inherited it.

In Luke’s account, the man is identified as a wealthy ruler, someone with not only
monetary power, but also some sort of political influence. So, we have here a young
man of wealth and privilege, a person who, in the society of Jesus’ day, was at the
pinnacle, the top of the heap, someone with power and influence.

Yet, despite his wealth, despite his privilege, something was missing, something
important enough that the man was willing to leave his comfortable house and join the
hub-bub, the pushing and shoving in the dirty, dusty street, to throw himself ON HIS
KNEES, IN THE DIRT, before Jesus. Even with all that this man had, he wanted more,
he wanted to know what he needed to do to inherit eternal life.

Jesus’ response at first seems kind of strange—why do you call me good? Although
there are volumes written about that, I'd like to focus a bit further in the text, so let’s go
on. But if you want to talk about this part, catch me at coffee hour.



The next part is that Jesus reminds the man of a number of the commandments.
Interesting enough, these are not the commandments about loving God. Instead, they
are the commandments that deal with relationship with others—don’t murder, don’t
commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, don’t defraud, honor your father
and mother. And the young man points out that he has done these things since he was
a boy. Jesus’ response was not to challenge that statement. It wasn’t to point out all the
times when the man fell short.

Instead, Jesus’ response was to look at the man, and to love him. Jesus recognized
something in this man, something precious, something worthwhile, something to love.

Jesus’ next words have been used and misused numerous times over the centuries.
“Jesus, looking at him, loved 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.”” Now, we need to be careful in how we treat this text. Jesus did not say to go, sell
all your goods and send the check to the local church, or to the televangelist of the

moment, despite what you may hear on TV.

Jesus also did not tell the man to sell all his goods, put on sack cloth and ashes, wander
in the desert and eat grasshoppers with John the Baptist. Jesus was not asking this
man to embrace eternal poverty and suffering, or to enrich a religious institution.

Jesus was asking this young man to use his wealth and privilege to address a wrong in
his society—he was to sell his goods, to use his wealth, his power, to help the poor. In
today’s terms, it would be like asking the man to sell his possessions and donate the
proceeds to Habitat for Humanity, or to the local food bank. Not to a church. Not to a
prophet or preacher. But to those who have been disadvantaged by the social,
economic and legal system in which the man lived, the same system which had
provided this man with his own privilege and wealth.

And Jesus, because of his love, gave this man assurances—if you do this, if you use
your privilege and wealth in service to those in need, those disadvantaged and left out
of the benefits of the system, you will have treasure in heaven. And he followed it up
with an invitation, Come, follow me.

When he heard this, the young man was shocked. This was not what he was expecting.
Perhaps he thought that he would be asked to follow the law more closely. Or maybe to
double his tithe or his charitable giving. But to give up all his wealth, to leave behind his
privilege, not just to set it aside for a time, but to use this wealth, this privilege, to
redress some of the social and economic injustices of his time. Now that was a big ask,
a shocking ask, one that was too big for that young man at that time.

He was grieved, he was so disappointed that he hurt deep inside, because, despite his
desire to fill that emptiness, the desire that had sent him out into the street to kneel in
the dirt before an itinerant preacher, despite the love Jesus showed him, and the



promise Jesus made to him, this man just wasn’t ready to let go, to let go, to set aside
his privilege, to leave behind all the benefits of his status, and to follow Jesus.

It's easy for us to sit here today and criticize this young man. After all, we know what is
supposed to happen. We're supposed to be like Peter, who left his fishing nets to follow
Jesus. We're supposed to be like Samuel, like Isaiah, who said, Here | am, Lord.

But let’s be honest, with ourselves at least, how many of us are truly willing not just to
set aside our wealth, to give up our privilege, but even more, to use that wealth, that
privilege, the objects and status that we worked hard for, how many of us are willing to
use all that we have to address the challenges of poverty in our world? To not just give
up everything, but to put ourselves fully and completely at the service of Jesus?

That’s a big ask. It's a shocking ask. It was too much for that young man. But the story
doesn’t end there. Remember, Jesus looked at this young man, and he loved him. Yes,
it will be hard for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God. It will be hard for
those who have privilege to go to the back of the line, to let others who may not have
worked as hard, who may not have stayed in school, who may not have made good
choices in their lives, to let these poor, broken people benefit from our hard-earned
cash.

Most of us, and | put myself in this group, would struggle if we knelt before Jesus today
and got that answer. Just as it was too much for that young man, honestly, it's too much
for many of us today. We don’t ask this of our clergy—they are allowed to own homes
and have retirement accounts. We don’t ask this of our lay people. Yes, there are some
brothers and sisters who have given up their worldly goods and taken up a vow of
poverty, but they are relatively few and far between. So, despite what some Sunday
School teachers may have told you in the past, it doesn’t seem that God is asking us to
sell all our goods and give the proceeds to the poor. Or, if God is, a lot of us are in a
heap of trouble!

Even Peter was getting a little worried here. After all, he had left his home to follow
Jesus, but as we learn from later passages, he had not sold his fishing boat. He had not
sold his home. What Jesus was asking of the young man was more than what was
asked of Peter in his call, and Peter was a bit concerned. Maybe he wasn’t getting
eternal life.

So, what is Jesus calling out for us here? What is the lesson for Peter, and for us, from
His words? Let’s look a little further in the text.

The good news is that Jesus loves us, and, just as importantly, Jesus knows us. He
knows what we can do, and what is beyond us. Who then can be saved? For mortals, it
is impossible. Despite our best efforts, we can’t keep all the laws. Even if, like the young
man, we are grieved, we still can’t let go of our possessions, our privilege. We struggle
to use our power for good. We simply aren’t able to earn our way into salvation.



And we don’t have to, we don’t have to be perfect, we don’t have to sell all our goods
and leave our families behind; we do, however, have to believe in, to trust, God.
Because, for God, all things are possible.

And in those moments when we are able to follow, to let go of our egos, our
possessions, to use our privilege and our wealth, whether it's the single talent that the
widow had or the vast amounts the young ruler controlled, when we can help the poor,
the disadvantaged, the homeless and sick and needy among us, when we do what
Jesus asked of us, we will be rewarded. We will experience that deep satisfaction of
knowing that we have done what we can to follow Jesus.

What | find so reassuring in this passage is that, no matter where we are in our journey,
whether we have managed to let go and trust or whether we’re still holding on tight,
Jesus sees us, Jesus knows us, and Jesus loves us. Full, wholesome, eternal life is
ours because, with God, nothing is impossible.

Amen.



