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Exodus 16:1-12  

1The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had departed from the land of Egypt. 2The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 3The Israelites said to them, ‘If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.’ 4 Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my instruction or not. 5On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.’ 6So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, ‘In the evening you shall know that it was the Lord who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 7and in the morning you shall see the glory of the Lord, because he has heard your complaining against the Lord. For what are we, that you complain against us?’ 8And Moses said, ‘When the Lord gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of bread in the morning, because the Lord has heard the complaining that you utter against him—what are we? Your complaining is not against us but against the Lord.’9 Then Moses said to Aaron, ‘Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, “Draw near to the Lord, for he has heard your complaining.” ’ 10And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked towards the wilderness, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud. 11The Lord spoke to Moses and said, 12‘I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, “At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the Lord your God.” ’

Hebrews 4:12-16

4:12 Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.  4:13 And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account.  4:14 Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession.  4:15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.  4:16 Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

Mark 10:17-31

10:17 As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, "Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?"10:18 Jesus said to him, "Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.  10:19 You know the commandments: 'You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.'"10:20 He said to him, "Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth."  10:21 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."  10:22 When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.  10:23 Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, "How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!"  10:24 And the disciples were perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, "Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!  10:25 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." 10:26 They were greatly astounded and said to one another, "Then who can be saved?" 10:27 Jesus looked at them and said, "For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible."  10:28 Peter began to say to him, "Look, we have left everything and followed you."  10:29 Jesus said, "Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news,  10:30 who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age--houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields with persecutions--and in the age to come eternal life.  10:31 But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first."

SERMON

For some time now, I have been reading Scripture with a different eye.  Especially with the texts that involve Jesus, I am concerned not only with the content of what Jesus may be saying, but why Jesus may be saying it with regard to his relationship with the hearer.  Jesus’ words not only mean something to the hearer, they do something to the hearer.  Jesus speaks not only to inform but to reform, that is, to challenge his hearers to reshape their thinking and their lives according to the reality of the Kingdom of God in their midst.  Usually Jesus does this by speaking in ways that turn the hearer’s world upside down.  I can easily imagine that a common response to the words of Jesus by his first hearers was the blinkered one word, “huh?”

So, dear friends, we begin the sermon with a warning:  if you are going to listen to Jesus, be prepared to have your world turned upside down.

Indeed, in the Gospel text appointed for this nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Jesus does it again.  What seem to be desirable things—the wish for eternal life, the hope for prosperity—he calls into question; and what seem to be undesirable things—poverty, aimless wandering with an itinerant preacher—he puts forth as the better way.  To this we might express our own blinkered “huh?”  We might at least ask, what is going on here?

What is going on here is Jesus’ loving attempt to rock the world of a  man so that he might truly grow in grace.  What’s going on here are matters deeper than, for example, criticizing the lure of wealth, though this is the message that will be preached from many pulpits this morning (and that’s OK).  What is going on here more fundamentally, however, is Jesus’ challenge of the way we fallen-but-still-very-capable humans try to avoid or diminish or escape our anxieties and fears by using the very effective strategy of control, by trying to take complete charge our own lives.  Jesus considers this strategy a huge stumbling block for the life of grace that God desires for us.  Think about it.  Trying to control or engineer grace is like trying to buy love:  the strategy guarantees the unintended result.  (If you buy it, it isn’t love; if you engineer it, it ain’t grace.)

The wealthy man wants to engineer the grace of a perfect life as the way to overcome his anxiety.  I can imagine him saying, “I’d be happy if I just had it all together!”  Seeking true happiness, he’s very capably “put it all together” in most every arena of his life, from what we can tell.  He’s prosperous in material possessions; he’s exemplar in his religious devotion; he has achieved what appears to be the good life as it was understood in his day.  But somehow it is not enough.  

He seeks more.  “I’ve got it made in this life.  But what about the life to come?  So, what must I do to inherit eternal life? he asks Jesus.  His was of phrasing the question betrays the blindness caused by his anxiety.  Inheritances are not achieved, they are bestowed; you inherit because you are an heir, not because your labor is due commensurate compensation.  It’s not about what you do; it’s about who you are.  Jesus reminds him of who he is as a son of the covenant by pointing to the commandments as part of the inheritance already given, as God’s gift to God’s children.  The anxious man misunderstands and treats them as the measure of his worth:  “Teacher, I have kept these since my youth!  I measure up!  I’m worthy of eternal life, right?  But, still, is it enough?  Tell me it’s enough!” 

Looking at the man with clear-eyed love, Jesus sees that the man doesn’t get it, that the man’s high anxiety is preventing him from seeing the truth.  So Jesus speaks in such a way as to break through his anxiety.  Jesus says, in effect, Yes, you’ve done it all.  Your life is in perfect order.  By any common measure you’ve got it made.  You have done absolutely everything you can…to keep you from inheriting eternal life.

Huh?

“Your impressive achievements, your relentless striving, your engineering of your perfect life, your abundant material wealth, your exemplary piety, your plans, your goals—all these things that you use as a measure of your eternal worth—are a stumbling block.  So get rid of them.  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.  Selling his stuff means letting go of the entire way of life, don’t you see?  “Quit putting it all together. Quit trying to control your “perfect” life.  Achieve nothing. Engineer nothing.  Let go of it all and thereby let go of your anxiety, dear son of the covenant, that you may receive your inheritance.  Get rid of the impediments so that you may receive the life of grace!  You want the perfect life?  Then receive the perfect life that God is giving you. Receive with gratitude and use with love this Kingdom that is yours, even now, and for all time.”

Jesus’ challenge rocks his world.  It rocks the disciples’ world as well.  Who can do this? It’s impossible! they say.

And, I daresay, it rocks our world, too.


For Jesus’ challenge calls into question all the things we do to take charge of our lives to temporarily lessen our anxieties.  Some of us do this as did the wealthy man, by focusing on the daily comforts of our chosen lifestyle, or the wealth we can amass, or the stuff we can collect, or the earning power that we can continue to grow without limit.  Some of us do this by depending on our self-righteous religiosity or rigid sense of being right.  Some of us do this by trying to engineer perfect lives for ourselves or for our children or others.  Most of us do this as did the ancient Hebrews as described in our first lesson, by complaining to third parties or blaming others rather than speaking the truth in love directly, as Jesus did.  Fallen humans are masters of self-justification and self-protection in order to lessen acute anxieties.  For fallen humans are masters at, as Luther said, “being curved in on self.”

It is impossible for us! exclaim the disciples, putting descriptive words to the action of the wealthy man who flees from rather than rises to the challenge of Jesus.  “That’s right,” says Jesus, “it’s impossible for you. For mortals it is impossible.  But not for God!  For God all things are possible.”
And there, dear friends, is the critical shift.  From  “us” or “me” to “God.”

For when we shift our eyes from self to God, faith sees amazing things that bolster our confidence and excite our joy and guide our way.  We see, first of all, that it is not about our doing but about God’s doing. We see that it is not about our giving up but about God’s plentiful provision.  We see that it is not about our letting go but about God’s hanging on.  We see that it is not about threat but promise.  We see that it is not about “got-tos” but “get-tos.”

We get to use our very real capabilities and to work very hard to serve the Kingdom with joy rather than with the anxiety and worry about measuring up;

We get to earn money and have stuff in order to enjoy the life in Creation that God intends for God’s beloved people and creatures, especially as we share so that others and all Creation may live well, too.

We get to gather and worship and pray and study as the invitation to grow in love and grace, and not as some checklist of rules that we must satisfy so that God will care for us;

We get to look at others with love, as did Jesus, and speak directly to kindly challenge, or to humbly confess, or to courageously forgive, or to forthrightly lead;

We get to release ourselves from the compelling anxieties that impede us from receiving the life of grace that God gives.  Go, get rid of that stuff, and follow me, declares Jesus, and I promise that you will receive a hundredfold…
And here’s the thing:  that promise is already coming true.

Just quickly, consider the “hundredfold” that God is giving you.  Begin like this. Take a pencil and your bulletin and make some quick lists.

1. First, make a quick list of all your stuff.  What?  You have too much to list?  Ah, I think that begins to make the point.

2. Second, list 3 people in your family that you can count on.

3. Third, list 3 people here at Zion that you can count on.

4. Next, list what you may have for lunch today.

5. Next, list the options you have for your time this afternoon.

Surely you get the point.  We could go for quite some time asking questions and making lists about all we have as gifts from God.  But let’s just ask one more:

6. List your 3 chief problems (the three things that make you most anxious),

Now consider how these may be gifts from God as well.  The wealthy man saw his potentially imperfect life as a problem hindering his salvation, his eternal happiness.  Jesus said that his imperfect life was very thing that would lead him to God’s grace.  

I’m guessing that Jesus wants to look at us with love this morning and rock our world by challenging us that to receive our problems with gratitude as an important way to receive his Kingdom.  To follow Jesus is to follow the One who received the way of the Cross, sorrowful at the suffering, of course, but even more grateful for the purpose of God being fulfilled.  The problem of the Cross became the promise of the way of everlasting life.

Which takes us back to the original question.  Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?

Which, as we’ve come to see, is the wrong question.  The better question may be:  Teacher, what must I do to receive eternal life?  Or embrace it? Or make good use of it?  These are the questions that make sense when it comes to the life that has been already given.  Especially when the answer is the very simple but challenging two words of our Lord:  Follow me.  Amen.

