19th SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST  2006
 “RICH OR POOR”


In just a few weeks, I will have been with you for 24 years.  My dear friend is in his 10th year of ministry with the Family.  And if there is anything that pulls us down, that tugs at our Spirit, that pains our hearts, it is hearing folks in the Family, living in the wealthiest State in the nation, living in the richest nation in the world, talking about what they don’t have.  And what saddens us, is that poverty of the Spirit that consumes folk with filling their lives with things that don’t satisfy.  Things that don’t last.  Things that bring a hollow and empty and fleeting joy.

And it’s no new problem.  It is the very essence of human nature.  It goes back to the beginning and to brothers fighting over their gifts.  It goes back to ancient times, and struggles over birth rights.  It goes back to ancient times and brothers abandoning their kin in their selfish jealousy.  It goes back to the time of the prophets and that’s why again and again they call us to faithfulness.


Beautiful Isaiah speaks of his people and of our people when he says, “Their land is filled with silver and gold, and there is no end to their treasures; their land is filled with horses and there is no end to their chariots.  Their land is filled with idols, they bow down to the work of their hands, to what their own fingers have made.”  Has it ever been more true than in the pride that fills us as our piles grow bigger….and bigger?


Micah stands and indicts the rich for their neglect of the poor.  He tells us we shall “…eat but not be satisfied, that we shall sow and yet not reap…we’ll tread the olives but not get the oil…we’ll tread the grapes but we won’t drink the wine.”  What does God require he asks?  “That we do justice; that we love kindness; that we walk humbly with our God.”    But for proud, and rich, and arrogant people, that’s a hard, if not impossible walk.


Amos echoes those words this morning in our first lesson.  “…Because you trample on the poor and take from them levies of grain…you have built houses hewn of stone, but you shall not live in them; you’ve planted your pleasant vineyards, but you won’t drink the wine…you push aside the needy at the city gates…it is an evil time…what does God want…Hate evil, and love good and establish justice in the gate.”

  
There is a reason Jesus talked about money and our possessions, more than any other subject.  He knew how they strangle us.  He knew how they weigh us down.  He knew how easily those goodies become our god’s.  Filling our lives and our homes.  Consuming our time and our passion.  Destroying our values and our ethics and our morals-destroying who we are as children of God.

This is no idle encounter in the Gospel today.  It is not just another story.  It is the Messiah’s encounter with humanity.  It is his encounter with us.  Jesus says to that rich man, “give it up and follow me.”   But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t.   He went away grieving, because Mark tells us, “he had many possessions.”  And he wouldn’t let go.  Many years ago I shared a story related to this text which for me is the classic parable of our lives.  A fellow robbed a bank and made a get away on a plane and to escape capture, he parachuted out over a wilderness area.  Strapped to his body were the gold bars he had stolen.  And when he jumped, the weight pulled him down, quicker than the parachute could save him.  And the fool wouldn’t cut the gold loose.  And it took him to his death.  It pains us to see folks weighed down with their “stuff,” piling on more, and more and more and being pulled to lives and lifestyles that destroy just as surely.  “It is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God,”  Jesus says…and we know why.  Because we can’t and we won’t let go.

I’ve told you before about the little boy Carol had in her class.  Poor kid’s family had nothing as the world’s treasures go. It got to be a full time job for Carol to keep him in socks and gloves and winter clothes.  The class was collecting food for the “poor,” and in comes this little guy, reaches deep down into his pocket and takes out a crumbling cookie, and gives it to Carol, “for the poor children.”  There’s a wealthy little boy my friends.  Rich beyond description.  Faithful beyond the call.  Understanding beyond his years.  I think of him on a lot of days when I see the “wealthy” and their excuses.  Their rationalizations.  Their justifications.  That little fellow gives me heart.   And I think of the prophet’s words, that talk about all our gold and silver and our idols…and the emptiness of our lives.

But it doesn’t need to be.  For we follow a God who has given the whole world…and invites us to keep 90% of it.  We follow a God, who keeps his promises and invites us to keep ours.  We follow a God who constantly calls us to faithful, just, peaceable lives…a God who bids us walk with him.  We follow a God, who gives his child, his baby boy, so that the world could be changed.  By the sacrifice of a cross and the resurrection on Easter. 


And because of all that this is a new world; this is a new time; and for God…all things are possible.  Even the rich can become faithful.  Even the poor can be lifted up.  And all can discover that real wealth has nothing to do with the size of your bank account or the diversity of your portfolio, but everything to do with the content of your heart.  Hearts that are changed by God’s amazing grace.  Thank God for this Gospel of Jesus Christ and the new world that it brings.  Thank God for this Easter hope that gives new life.  Thank God for the work of the Holy Spirit that empowers our ministry and fills our lives.  Thank God for the amazing grace that saved a wretch like me.  And you.

Sing the song; claim the gift; live the life…as God’s rich people.  
Pastor Mac
