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So teach us to number our days*
That we may apply our hearts to wisdom.

In the name of God, Father , Son and Holy Spirit. Amen

In June of 2000 I was attending a CREDO conference in California. CREDO had
made the reservations for my flight and stay.  When I approached the ticket counter
and gave them my last name the lovely woman behind the counter said, welcome
Mrs. West we have you seated in First Class!  I looked around like she was talking to
some other Mrs. West and then realized it was me.  I didn’t know if it was a mistake
or if CREDO had bumped me up but I politely said, “Yes, that’s me.”  I sat to wait
for the typical cattle call ….you know the boarding announcement when everyone
gets up and the strongest and fittest get to the front of the line and you claw your
way up…but not today. 
 
When she came on the speaker to make the first announcement she said we would
like to welcome all first class passengers to board at their leisure.  

No sooner had I entered the plane when another lovely attendant came to take my
bag and show me to a seat that resembled a lazyboy recliner.  He asked me if I
would like something to drink?  If I am dreaming please don’t wake me now.  “Yes,
I said , I will have a bourbon and coke.  As I got comfortable in my lazyboy the flood
gates opened for coach seating and they started streaming through. And they kept
coming.  They were loud and there were lots of children at one point I looked up and
I could see the flight attendant holding my drink but he was unable to get it to me
through the stream of coach passengers.  This was unacceptable.  I was thirsty and I
was first class.

Then in the blink of an eye (really less than an hour), given a privilege I had not
deserved, I had already begun to think of myself as different, more deserving, than
those in coach.
 
For 21st century Americans this is a bothersome passage of scripture.  It makes us
defensive.  It causes us to grumble under our breath.  It startles us everytime we
read it.  It appears to lay a guilt trip on us when we work hard for the things we
have and see these things as signs of our success.

I have always believed the Genius of the Gospel message is unanswered questions…
We do not know for sure what the young man in Mark’s gospel did.  It says, “When



he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.
Did he sell them? Did he choose them over Christ?
Did he understand what Jesus was trying to help him see about himself?

Those questions become our questions.  It is the genius of scripture which allows us
to live into the story, to make the story our own. 

If I were a literalist reading this passage I would fashion an understanding of Jesus’
words spoken to the rich young man like this.  “If you want assurance of eternal life,
give away everything you own and eternal life is yours. Keep the stuff and eternal
life is out of your reach.  This does not seem to be a requirement for all of Jesus’s
followers.

If I read this passage, as I often do, wondering what Jesus might be teaching me
about faith, I could say that Jesus was using this man’s wealth as a symbol to all of
us reminding us that we all have things we hold onto too tightly and these things
keep us from freely giving ourselves to God.  It is so easy to fall into this trap.  We
have all been there.  We all carry burden that distracts us from God.  

This gospel message is found in all three synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and
Luke.  Looking at Mark’s version today note that the turning point of the passage
comes later when the disciples are quizzing Jesus about his exchange with the rich
man and his saying about camels and needles.  Who then can be saved? They ask in
despair.  Jesus replies….”For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for through
God all things are possible.

Today I offer another perspective of the reading.  I hold this view in a mantra a very
dear friend gave me in a dark moment of my life, when I wondered why things were
not going the way I thought they should go….Jim said to me “Anne, remember it is
not always about you.”

Like the young man I thought I was following all the rules.  I was doing all the right
things, I was all about good works.  The focus was all on me, on what I had done, on
what I deserved, on what I had worked so hard to achieve.  Where was the room for
God?

Jesus response to the young man to sell everything and give the money to the poor
was like Jesus saying to him,  “It is not all about you!”  That for one moment you
would think your actions and your belongs earn you God’s love is absurd.

The prescription for the rich man, and for us is, of course, GRACE.  The grace to
admit that he isn’t privileged, not by God.  Grace to admit that his wealth does not
make him more deserving of eternal life than anyone else.   God has the power and
will to offer this grace…All things are possible for God.    But the human spirit can
be a mighty stubborn thing.



To say it clearly.  It is not God’s grace that is narrow…it is the rich man who is
thick, in mind and in soul and in things.  He must let go in order for God’s grace to
save him.  If he can let go Jesus promises he will receive back a life he never
imagined (a hundredfold).  He will understand what it means to have real riches and
boundless love.  Is he able to do this?

With love for this young man, with love for each of us Jesus explains, “Your life is a
gift!! It is gift that is impossible to earn.  It is a gift that we often don’t deserve or
appreciate but a gift despite what we do or how we behave.  It is a gift for all God’s
people who open their hearts and minds to receive it.

It changes everything for us to read the passage from this vantage point.  It turns
out this passage is not such a burdensome passage after all.  It is not about guilt and
condemnation it is about healing…It is not about narrow gates…it is about the
breadth of God’s grace.

Whether we are rich , middle class or struggling to make ends meet  Jesus invites us
to believe that eternal life will begin when we lose hold of our material lives and
open ourselves to God’s grace.

We no longer give to the Church because I earn something from it.

We no longer come to church because I think I must.

We do not serve with the expectation that we will be served.

Our life is a gift from God…what we do is merely our thanksgiving for that gift of
grace that is free..


