The Poor Rich Man” 

Mark 10:17-31, 11 October 2009 

Back before we got deployed to foreign countries around the world in support of the war on terrorism, the National Guard used to go to Central America for “good will” missions. Shortly after Hurricane Mitch devastated Honduras, the engineer battalion where I served as chaplain was sent to bring relief to some of the hardest hit areas. Now the infrastructure was devastated, with mud slides, washed out roads, creeks that had become streams and streams that had become raging rivers. It was very hard to get into the hinterlands where the suffering was worse. 

After a long day of travel, late into the night we had to cross one of those raging streams on a rope bridge. I was weighed down with a backpack, equipment, and an “a-bag,” the military equivalent to a suitcase. It contained, among other things, my books and supplies which I thought I would need to run the chapel. 

Unexpectedly, the whole thing started swaying and buckling back and forth. Evidently we had too many soldiers attempting to cross at one time. Weighed down with “stuff,” I felt an overpowering pull over the edge. The books on my back shifted to one side. Top heavy, I almost plunged into the inky darkness and the rocky waters about 100 yards beneath. Among the books I risked life and limb for that night—I had commentaries on Mark, which is the gospel that contains this story! 
So, as a “stuff-clinger” with my own “cliffhanger” moment, I stand here very humbly before you this morning. I’m the first to admit that Jesus has a long way to go with me when it comes to the oppressive weight of possessions. 

This is a very interesting passage in that people who usually like to interpret the Bible quite literally do a lot of interpretation; whereas folks who usually do a lot of interpretation tend to become quite literal. But this morning, rather than get into the culture wars, I would rather take a different approach. Robert Samuelson, writing in Newsweek, noted that we recently narrowly avoided a new Great Depression. “What distinguishes a depression from a harsh recession is paralyzing fear—fear of the unknown so great that it causes consumers, businesses, and investors to retreat and panic. They hoard cash and desperately curtail spending.” When I read this it occurred to me, What if the rich man in today’s scripture’s main problem was fear? 

Now, I think if we could have met this man, we probably would have liked him. Even Jesus loved him, for he was a genuinely dedicated believer. Since Jesus added to the Ten Commandments one about “defrauding,” we can be sure that he was part of the corrupt and oppressive Roman system that involved crushing taxes, farm confiscation, and the paying of bribes, all backed up by the power of the Roman occupiers. If he gave all this up, he had a lot to fear. 

Remember Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem, which means he’s in the vicinity of the Jordan River. In that surrounding area there’s a lake with the rather unsavory name of “Dead Sea.” What makes it dead, you may ask? It’s a lake where water flows in, but nothing flows out. It receives water from the Jordan River, but since there’s no outlet, the mineral content becomes toxic, choking off all life in a thick saline soup. 
I think this man, part of a corrupt system that oppressed his own people, was as dead inside as the Dead Sea. He went away dejected because he couldn’t imagine life any other way. 
Debilitating fear still deadens our spirits today. 

I once saw one of those nature shows about the capturing of exotic animals. A type of spider monkey in Africa was proving a very difficult challenge to the poachers, because of its alacrity and agility to escape capture. The solution proved to be coconut shells with a sweet fruit placed inside. The monkeys could reach in, but then they would grab the delectable treat, and their fist couldn’t fit back out of the hole. Then the poachers could catch them as they were weighed down with a heavy coconut shell. Now all they had to do for freedom was let go! But their fear of losing the goodies caused them to lose their freedom. 

In fear we grab onto our money, our power, our possessions, and we soon discover we don’t own things, things own us. All we have to do is let go and trust God to take care of us, but we just . . . can’t . . . do it. On our money it says, “In God we trust,” but the question is, what god is it? 
But hold on, there’s good news in this passage as well. Jesus created a new family where people took care of each other. If they found themselves without, those with would help them. Those who found their homes and farms taken away would receive support from the homes and farms of other members of their church family. 

Again, in the area where Jesus travelled there was another lake, called in scripture the Sea of Galilee. In the north it receives water from the little streams that cascade down from Mount Herman. To the south, it gives of itself to form what we know as the Jordan River. Unlike the Dead Sea, it teems with life such as large schools of fish. Although only about 50 miles from the Dead Sea, the fact that it receives and gives makes all the difference. 

One of the things you’ll learn about me is that I’m not a big fan of Christmas. How we can take a story about poor homeless refugees and turn it into a holiday of materialism and gluttony just baffles me. Each year Claire has to put up with my “when will I see the earliest Christmas commercial” game wherein I gripe that when I was growing up they used to at least wait until after Thanksgiving. But under her tutelage, this Scrooge is gradually learning that Christmas isn’t all bad. For example, a few years ago a Christian singer named Sandi Patty sang a holiday song called “The Gift Goes On.” 

The Father gave the Son 
The Son gave the Spirit 
The Spirit gives us life 
So we can give the Gift of love. 


The song goes on to say that “just like ripples in the water, so our love extends; what was started with the Father is a gift that has no end.” 
You know what? I think fear makes us bottomless chasms that take and take and never give. But I also believe that when we see how much God has given to us, we can move from lives resembling the Dead Sea, to lives that more resemble the Sea of Galilee. 

Last night I attended my first evening of Mexican train dominoes, otherwise known as meet, greet, and cheat. Before the sinning started, we enjoyed wonderful hospitality from the Harshmans and a sumptuous feast. A church-member, who shall remain anonymous but whose initials are Bob Troyer, was telling me that during tough times fear would strike this church and they would have to decide whether to continue tithing church receipts to various charitable causes. Wisely they would decide to continue giving, and here we are. 
Let the gift go on. Amen.

