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17th February 2008 
Luke 18:18-29.
 

A Jewish leader asked Jesus, "Good Teacher, what must I do to receive eternal life?" 


"Why do you call me good?" Jesus asked him.  "No one is good except God alone.  You know the commandments: 

`Do not commit adultery; do not commit murder; do not steal; do not accuse anyone falsely; respect your father and your mother.'"


The man replied, "Ever since I was young, I have obeyed all these commandments." 


When Jesus heard this, he said to him, "There is still one more thing you need to do. Sell all you have and give the money to the poor, and you will have riches in heaven;  then come and follow me." 


But when the man heard this, he became very sad, because he was very rich.  Jesus saw that he was sad and said, 

"How hard it is for rich people to enter the Kingdom of God!  It is much harder for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle." 

 


The people who heard him asked, "Who, then, can be saved?" Jesus answered, "What is humanly impossible, is possible for God." 


Then Peter said, "Look!   We have left our homes to follow you."  "Yes," Jesus said to them, "and I assure you that anyone who leaves home or wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the Kingdom of God will receive much more in this present age and eternal life in the age to come."
A little boy needed £100, so he wrote a letter to God, England” asking for the money.  The Post Office didn’t know what to do with it so they delivered it to the Prime Minister.  The Prime Minister was impressed and amused so he gave instructions for a £5 not to be sent to the boy.  He thought £5 would seem a lot to a small boy.  The boy was quite pleased and wrote a thank-you letter to God, which read:

Dear God, 
Thank you so much for the money.  However I noticed that for some reason you sent it via Downing Street, 
and as usual they took most of it.

Do you, like me, identify with the rich leader?   It makes me feel guilty, and I wonder how I would have reacted in his place.  It is a difficult passage to preach on here, or indeed anywhere in the western world. Materially we have so much, and we are also rich in non-material things, our freedom, our way of life, our security, the gentleness of our climate, the beauty of our landscape….and those things don’t make us feel guilty, they seem like just a very generous gift from God, and we are so thankful for them.
It brings home to us how rich we are when we see the sad faces of hungry African children, that just don’t go away.  Or rather they do go away, but then come back again, when another disaster strikes.  We watch them on our smart television screens in our nice sitting rooms, we have eaten two or three meals that day, and probably more than we needed.  
Reaching for the cheque book or the credit card to make a donation makes us feel just that little bit better.   Until the next heartbreaking news footage of refugees from a war, or victims of Aids or an earthquake, or flood, or famine.

Recently I went to a course on how to accompany people who are in pain or dying.  At one point we were set an exercise: we were asked to write down on a piece of paper the things and people that were really important to us.  Then we were asked to cross one of them out, imagine that we were loosing that person or that thing from our lives.

It seemed very difficult, almost physically painful.  Then we were asked to cross another one out, then another, then another. It took a long time and was an agonising choice each time: we were gradually eradicating important things or people from our lives.  When we had crossed 5 out we had to hand the paper on to the person next to us who slowly and painfully crossed out the last 5 without consulting us as to the choice of order. Imagine for yourself having to cross out things like, “my freedom”, “my church family”, “my children”, “my faith”. Each time we thought we were going to be allowed to stop there but in the end we had nothing left.  The point of the task was to understand what it is like to die, to have to let everything go.  But it was also an interesting exercise in knowing where our priorities lay.   
Jesus asks the rich man to do that, to give up on all he held dear to leave everything behind and follow him.  It was a huge dilemma, and Jesus understood that it was made even harder for this man because he had so much. Even worse Jesus could see how important his wealth was to him, that it was his absolute priority, it gave him standing in the community, in some way perhaps it defined him as a person and wrapped a layer of significance around him. I really do want to point out too that there is no harm in being rich, it’s an obsessive or greedy attitude towards money that is harmful.   

Jesus said “how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God”, because he could see the possible pitfall, not because he assumed that all rich people were miserly and mean with their money, or that they were all obsessed with creating wealth and not using it generously.  In this village there are rich and poor, neither is better than the other, it is what goes on in our hearts that Jesus sees.  The “Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation” is doing great things in Africa and both rich and less rich people in this village enable some good things to happen here.  As we saw in the reading, for the camel to go through the “Needle’s Eye gate” he had to dispense with a lot of baggage.

And baggage comes in different forms, we are all in search of meaning in our lives, we all need approval, recognition and significance. 
Perhaps you remember as a child writing your name at the front of your book, then your address, then “England, Great Britain, Europe, the World, the Galaxy, the Universe” and so on.  As children, we were aware of our smallness and helplessness, and by writing such a grand address we gained a sense of importance by saying, “Actually I am a part of something very big!”

Most of us feel lacking in self-worth, we still need to make ourselves feel somebody or part of something big.   And where we get our sense of worth from, makes a big difference to the sort of people we are.  If you are a school teacher who gains significance from your interaction with a classroom full of children, then your striving for value is creative and beneficial and put to good use.  If you work in a hospital and gain your sense of self from knowing you are a good nurse, again it’s positive, not just for you, but for your patients too.  Maybe your job doesn’t give you very much in terms of personal satisfaction, but maybe your relationships in your family does.  All these are useful and beneficial not just to yourself but to other people as well.  
I don’t want to get into value judgements here but maybe some of us have less overtly useful ways of pursuing that sense of who we are.  You may be a collector, so part of your identity is caught up with acquiring things, literally baggage: eggcups or teddy bears, works of art or even racehorses! 
You may get a sense of your individuality from a hobby, running or football, woodwork or gardening, or embroidery.
None of those things are intrinsically bad, (they are not porn or gambling or drugs!).  But on the other hand, if God asked us to give them up, how would we feel? Stripped down to nothing? They are like grand clothes that we put on, that hide how ordinary we feel on the inside.  How would we manage without our achievements, or status, or possessions?  Would we have lost so much that we would feel like nothing without the baggage?  Would we stand naked before God, and feel completely valueless and worthless?
Perhaps that’s the point, we should try to tolerate the feeling of helplessness, valueless-ness and worthless-ness, because it is only at those moment when we are truly who we are in God’s sight.

Our baggage might be our busy-ness, so we fill our lives with “white noise” and fail to hear God’s “still small voice”.  It’s easier to stay busy, than to listen to God and be obedient to him.

Lent is the time of year when we are encouraged to reflect, to look ourselves up-and-down in a spiritual way, and say “Where do I stand with God?”  God sees us coming, he knows us so well, so there is not a lot of point pretending with him. We robe ourselves with achievement and crown ourselves with importance.  Bur how will it be for us when at the end of time we lay our crowns down at his throne?
The rich man became sad because he knew he had too much to loose, he just couldn’t give up on his nice, rich, settled life and become a nomad, following Jesus.  And I wonder at what point would we feel sad, knowing that there was something so vitally important to us, that we would choose that over our relationship with God.  When the chips are down, how would we get on?  Would we be prepared to let it all go and really step out in faith? 
Remember Jesus said, “What is humanly impossible, is possible with God’s help." 


Maybe we like to think of God as a bit distant, sort of “up there” out of the way, not too intimately involved with us.  Or perhaps we like to think that God sees us not so much as individuals as one of the crowd, we can get lost like a small fish in a large school. Its easier like that isn’t it? We don’t have to have those tricky one-to-one conversations with him that the rich leader (or the woman at the well) had to have. If we believe that, then we hope to avoid being challenged. 
But really we meet with God alone, one to one, each encounter is personal, and intimate and searching, we have no where to hide. Jesus wants to confront us.  Like the rich ruler we have to make a choice but the difference for us perhaps is that we can let him into our lives bit by bit.  He is not suddenly standing in front of us challenging us about who we are, and what we think.  The leader had to make a straight choice, “either/or” no middle course, no gently run in, no dithering time; but….yes or no?...  coming or not?
The good news for us is that we do have time to think (and dither!), time to let a new idea settle in, time to pray. Lots of choice, when to do what, when and how to let go of something that might be getting in the way of our relationship with him. Lent for us this year might mean just giving up (or taking up) one small thing that’s all.
Sue and Sylvia were licensed as Elders a fortnight ago, and I’m sure they had plenty of time to think about the commitment, what they might have to give up, and what they were taking up.  Their decision to serve in this way had grown slowly, they have taken on a new ministry, that will bless us as a church and hopefully be a blessing to them too, that will spill out over their new duties into every area of their lives.
The people thought that rich people were closer to God than poor people, more likely to be saved, because riches were thought to be a sign of God’s favour, so they asked, “who then can be saved?”

In fact the Ruler was probably pompous and self-satisfied, asking for congratulations that he kept the laws.  He wanted to be told, “Well done - you are a law abiding person, of course you will go to heaven”.  
But Jesus taught the opposite…  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, (those lacking in spiritual pride) for there is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth.  Blessed are the pure in heart (those without masks or guile) for they will see God.”                                      

He was able to reassure Peter saying, yes you did get your values straight.. you left you boat and your nets and your family to follow me, and “you will receive much more in this present age, and eternal life in the age to come."    But even then, not because of what you have done for me, but because of what I have done for you.
