Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost – Mark 10:17-31
Oct. 11, 2009 - Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

We don’t even know his name. All we know is that he was rich. And we know that Jesus loved him.
I love the way this story begins. Jesus and his disciples were getting ready to pull up stakes and head to the next town. They were just leaving when a man ran up to him. “Wait! Wait, Master.” The man struggled to catch his breath. “There is something I need to ask you.” Do you suppose he had been watching Jesus from a distance, listening to him teach the crowds, watching him bless the little children? For whatever reason, he had been unwilling to approach Jesus, until now. Maybe seeing Jesus leaving town drove him past his reluctance, compelled by some internal need. This was his last chance to ask his question. Falling to his knees he looked up at Jesus with a sincere hunger, and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
I want to pause here for a moment and take in this scene. Can you see this man there, on his knees, pleading with Jesus? Close your eyes for a moment. Imagine you were Jesus looking down at this man who was looking up at you. Look into his eyes. What do you see? I see a good man, honest, sincere, hungry. He’s missing something in his life. He’s empty inside. All the success and wealth in his life haven’t filled the void within. Perhaps there is some insecurity about his eternal destiny. All this bound up in his question to Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
Do you know this guy? Can you feel for him? Maybe you’ve had similar feelings in your life. Maybe you’ve achieved some things in life, been rewarded in small or large ways. But deep down you know that there is more to life. There has to be. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
Now close your eyes again and imagine you were that man, on your knees, looking up at Jesus. What do you see reflected back at you in Jesus’ eyes? The story says that “Jesus, looking at him, loved him.” Jesus loved him! I imagine this man saw something in Jesus’ eyes that spoke to the hunger he felt inside. He saw love, compassion, and understanding. Jesus looked deep inside this man and saw his true need. The man was religious, he had kept the commandments. But it wasn’t enough. I can hear Dr. Phil’s famous question: “How’s that working for you?” Following the rules is important. Society couldn’t exist without rules. But following the rules doesn’t feed that deep need we have inside for meaning. How do you have a relationship with a list of rules? You don’t. Jesus understood that. He didn’t tell the man to just try a little harder. He saw that what that man needed was a relationship that would feed his need for meaning and purpose. Jesus invited the man to follow him. 
There was a problem though. The man was rich. He had a lot of possessions. He couldn’t just leave everything to follow Jesus. Jesus diagnosed the real problem in his life. He needed to sell what he had and give the money to the poor. He needed to be spiritually liberated from his material possessions. Only then could he be free to follow Jesus. 

It was quite an invitation. Jesus offered him not what he wanted, but what he needed. “Go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” It says that the man heard this offer and was shocked. Most people back then saw material wealth as a sign of God’s blessing. But Jesus saw it as a curse, a roadblock to this man’s spiritual growth. 
I want you to picture this scene in your mind one more time. I want you to see the shock in this man’s face when he hears what Jesus tells him. The man averts his eyes from Jesus, gets up off his knees, and slowly begins to walk away. His shoulders are drooped; there is no spring in his step. He has made his choice. It says that he went away grieving. He wasn’t the only one grieving. For Jesus loved that man and ached for him as he walked away. 
So what does it mean? What does this story mean for you and me today, living in Sioux Falls? Is Jesus asking us to divest just like the rich man? There are some who would interpret Jesus’ words that way. Remember the story of St. Francis. He grew up wealthy, lived a playboy lifestyle, and then realized that he needed to give it all away in order to follow Jesus. Are there people today that Jesus calls to do the same? I have no doubt that is true. 

So what does this story mean for you and me? You will have to answer that question for yourself. But here are a few things that I know for sure. 
1. By the world’s standards you and I are incredibly rich. 
2. I know that there are a lot of poor people in this world. 
3. I also know that God calls us to share what we have with the poor, that God has a special love and compassion for the poor. 
4. We live in a culture that tries to convince us that happiness comes from things.

5. Meaning does not come in owning things but in following Jesus. 
6. If your possessions or the debt you have accumulated trying to get those possessions keep you from following Jesus, you need to divest.
7. Jesus loves us just as much as he loved that rich man.

These last few weeks we have talked a lot about stewardship and what it means to live as managers of God’s blessings in this world. Faithful stewardship is going to mean different things to different people. But we are all called to follow Jesus. We are all called to love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul, strength and mind. We are all called to love our neighbor as much as we love our self. 
I want to close this sermon by inviting you to join me in this stewardship prayer. 

Blessed are you, O Lord our God, maker of all things. Through your goodness you have blessed us with these gifts. With them we offer ourselves to your service and dedicate our lives to the care and redemption of all that you have made, for the sake of him who gave himself for us, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
