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    Mark 10:17-31     


 Someone once told me that if you were prepared to ask the question you also had to be prepared to hear the answer.  The second part of that equation is not always that easy.


“Would you like to go out on a date with me?”   “No thanks.”

Ooooh that hurts

“Is there anything I can do to help?”  “Yes, thank you.  You can take out the garbage, mow the lawn, do a couple of loads of laundry, the dishes, vacuum through the house, and then walk the dog.  Thanks for asking.”

...and all you really wanted to hear was, “Not a thing darling.  Why don't you just take a nap?”


If you are prepared to ask the question ....


Sometimes the answer we get is not always the answer we want.   Imagine the shock and despair that the man must have felt after he asked Jesus his question in today's text.  He was a good man.  He had kept the 10 Commandments.  He had lived a decent life.  But it was important for him to go to heaven, so wanting to cover all his bases, he jumped at this opportunity to ask Jesus, if there was something else he had to do in order to pass the test and gain entry through the pearly gates.


Then Jesus gave him the answer that he did not want to hear.  He told the man to go and sell all of his possessions and give the money to the poor.

The man was shocked and grieved.  He went away immediately for he had many possessions.


The problem is really with one word in particular in the man's question to Jesus.  That word is 'do'.  “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  This word ‘do’ represents one of the most persistent fallacies in religion and ethics.  The perception that salvation can be won by doing a certain thing, or a number of things, following a prescription    of some sort, is simply false.  Once again, it is letter of the law, legalism, versus the spirit of the law!


How many of us grew up with that notion or image of God as the heavenly bookkeeper, forever engaged in striking a trial balance between this good thing we did and this bad thing we did?  That is so much the antithesis of the teachings of Jesus Christ.  


What Jesus is saying here is that there are things which keep us from fully enjoying, and knowing, and delighting in God.  In the case of this man it was his wealth and his possessions.  Capitalism had a hold on him and the thought of getting rid of all his material wealth shocked and grieved him.  His identity was wrapped up in those things.  This is how others identified him and how he identified himself.  For each of us it might be something different.  Elsewhere, the Bible tells us that where our heart is, there too will be our treasure.  Think about what consumes your time and energy.  What gets the lion's share of your attention?  What do you delight in and take tremendous pride in?


Jesus is saying that it is not something we have to do, and if we do enough of the right things we will get to heaven. Enough good checks on the correct side of the ledger and we are in....as long as the check marks outnumber the x marks!  


No, Jesus is saying that if our heart is set on God and the things of God, that all else will follow, the laws will be fulfilled.  The commandments will be kept, the good deeds done, the justice and mercy and love into the lives of others will flow if we get step one right.....and step one, is to keep our eyes on Jesus.  Is Jesus your treasure?  Are the ways of God what consumes your time and attention?


It is so easy to develop self obsessed lives.  I do this and this and this and this and this for me.  I love spending time and money doing this and this and this and this...for me.


Thanksgiving is not a time to take stock of all we possess....all the things we have.  But rather,  for what are we thankful?  What is really important in our life?  Where are our priorities? 


This man had all sorts of material possessions but he knew he was still somehow lacking...there was something missing.   Jesus knew this too.  The Bible tells us that he did not shun the man.  The rich man was not abhorrent and repulsive to him.  “Jesus, looking at him, loved him.  Jesus knew that this was a man with a good heart and that he would one day; know God in a wonderful new way.  


Certainly there is great discontent in our society today?  We ask ourselves if we are on the right road.  Are we doing the right thing for our children, our partner, ourselves?  This man needed to be pulled out of himself, so that his focus was on others, and those in need, rather than even more self aggrandizement whether it be in a material or a spiritual manner.  “Go and give it to the poor.  See how other people are living and struggling to survive.  Get some perspective.”


A camel going through the head of a pin -  Not that many people expected Jesus to have a sense of humour but he did.  With a twinkle in his eye he described in picturesque hyperbole, a mountain of impossibility.  But this image does stand for all time, as a strong  message  from Jesus  reminding us all where our first love must be, our first priority, first in our hearts, and all else follows.


We are saved; we inherit eternal life by the grace of God.  Our faith must be in God, not in our material possessions, or anything else.  Evidence of our faith is our good deeds.  God's grace is all around us.  Our job is to identify it, receive it, and to give thanks for it.  


One of the rituals of bedtime prayer as a child was to review the day and review the bigger picture of our lives.  What were all the elements for which we wanted to give thanks?  Who did we want to thank?   Somehow as children, we would know that Dad bought the pony but it was God whom we thanked...for dear old Dad and for the pony.


It seems quite a naïve, innocent, childish thing to do perhaps.  But then again, Jesus did ask that we become like little children.  For to such as them belongs the kingdom of God.  God's Grace and Peace to you this day of giving thanks, and all the days of your life.     Amen 
