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A Homily by                       “Enter by the Eye of the Needle”
The Reverend Jo Popham    Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost B

October 14, 2012
Mark 10:17-31

Many of my friends are anxiously anticipating this Christmas, not because of the gift

of grace we receive from God’s abundant love again and again every year, but because

Les Miserables is coming to the big screen. I have to admit that I am not dreaming of

Christmas carols; I am dreaming of Fantine who after being left alone and unemployed

and destitute sings “I Dreamed a Dream” dreaming of a time when hope was high and life

worth living. She dreams that love would never die; she dreams that God would be

forgiving; she dreams of the time before her life all went wrong.

As I pondered and prayed about Mark’s gospel this week, I remembered a time when

one of our daughters thought that our life had gone wrong. We were packing for seminary

and distributing our furniture and “stuff” to the children. Sara stood in the dining room

“petting” a wonderful old mahogany sideboard that was full of the family silver. I

remember her asking: “Do you really want to give up the good life?”

My sisters and brothers, I have a question for us all: what is more precious than gold

or silver? Grace. By God’s grace alone do we gain entrance into God’s kingdom through

the eye of the needle. Can we trust God’s grace above all other things? Yes, we can. But

what do we really need to live the good life?

Jesus extended an invitation – not to just be linked in or to be his friend on facebook –

but to join his inner circle of disciples. Come, be a purveyor of God’s grace. Come and

share God’s love with everyone. O, but, wait, there was a prerequisite. First the man must

divest himself of his property – he must accept God’s grace as more valuable than his

gold and silver. (Remember that the disciples were missionaries who possessed only the

basic necessities of clothing – Jesus had “ordered them to take nothing for their journey

except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to

put on two tunics.”1) Would it have been so difficult for the rich man to take on
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discipleship with all his socio-economic ties – all those relationships that gave him

power? Could this promising recruit who had sought Jesus give up the good life? Could

he throw away the opportunity to work for God in favour of his steady job with a car and

paid benefits and a good pension plan? Could he? Could we? Earlier Jesus had taught his

own, his disciples – and the wanna-be disciples – that those who would follow him must

become like a child. They must give up status and power over other people. The man was

sincere when he came to Jesus. Others might have rewarded that faithfulness by just

taking him in and allowing him to hold onto his wealth. But Jesus said that if he accepted

the call to be a devoted disciple then he must give up the prestige and influence that came

with being a rich man. He must accept that God’s grace was all-sufficient. He must live

as though money and power were not important. He could not bring himself to accept the

call, and he left grieving.

The story of the rich man may be an actual event in the life of the historical Jesus. Or

it may be just an illustration of the commitments necessary for followers of Jesus. But

there is truth in the story of the wealthy man who turned down an invitation to join in the

work of God with Jesus whether it actually happened or not. So, let’s look at this Gospel

truth for us 21st century believers. Isn’t this a commentary on our consumer culture, a

culture that generates the need for more and newer possessions? We might think that our

need for ‘stuff’ does not hurt anyone, but consider the possibility that our greed wastes

the world’s resources and may even cause suffering for other people that we may never

even meet. What would we be willing to give up to follow Jesus and to further God’s

kingdom? And do we think it would be a difficult sacrifice to make?

Opening our arms to let go of our “stuff” allows us to embrace God’s grace and then

to give that grace away. St. Francis of Assisi stripped himself of “every stitch of the rich

clothing his cloth merchant father had given him…. Mother Teresa gave up a

‘comfortable life’ in a religious order to help those abandoned to die in the streets of

Calcutta.”2 Without the comfort of their stuff they were able to offer comfort and love to

others. They were liberated to do God’s work. What a beautiful model!
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“How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God” Jesus said.  Today don’t we

need everyone to support the church – even the wealthy – perhaps most especially the

wealthy? It was no different in Jesus’s day. The synagogue was supported by the wealthy

in the ancient patronage system of 1st century. And the common people naturally assumed

that the wealthy were closer to God, even more worthy of being saved. But just as the

Old Testament prophets had taught, Jesus shocked everyone by challenging the

assumption that God even cares about the lavish worship experiences that the wealthy

provided. Indeed in absence of justice and concern for the poor and weak, the wealthy

were no closer to God than the common folk. All were – and still are – called to serve

God by loving others.

 In teaching “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than a rich man

to enter the kingdom of God”3 Jesus was alluding to a camel passing through a hole the

size of a sewing needle's eye. Some would say that Jesus was referring to a gate in the

walled city of Jerusalem. As long as I can remember we have been teaching our Sunday

School children that there is a gate in Jerusalem called the eye of the needle. The story

goes that a camel could not get through this gate unless it stooped down and crawled, but

first all its baggage would need to be removed. Supposedly, after dark when the main

gates were closed, travelers and merchants could only enter the great city of Jerusalem

through this smaller gate, and their camels could only enter unencumbered crawling on

their knees. It is a great story, but is entirely unfounded. But then we all know that

something need not be accurate to be true.

Are the wealthy less likely to experience God’s saving power – to enter into the

kingdom of God? Jesus taught that if they could not give up what afforded them power

for God’s purposes, if they could not get off the camel and set down their bundles of gold

and bags of excess clothing and crawl through the narrow door into God’s city, if they

were not willing to get their hands and feet dirty doing the work of God, then they could

not enter. Couldn’t they find another more open, more welcoming door to enter into

God’s kingdom? No, Jesus said, it was time for tough love. The rich man – and we –
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must hold God’s grace tightly to our hearts, not our precious possessions.

I have a confession to make. The family silver is all in boxes in our basement. We had

hoped the children would one day want it, but lately we have been praying for a way to

divest ourselves of this stuff if they do not want the silver or the trappings that come with

it.

We all have to make a choice, don’t we? Can we accept that it is not wealth that the

church needs, but workers, true followers? Or do we need both? Surely Jesus was not

condemning all wealthy people, but rather what wealth can do to a person, how we can be

corrupted by what wealth give us in the world. Benefactors in the 1st century – and in our

own Christian community today – provide crucial assistance for the work of the church,

but the wealthy are asked to give up a lot. They are asked to give up the power and

prestige, and that my friends is the greatest advantage of wealth, or so thought the people

throughout in the ancient world and in today’s world too. It is assumed that with the

power of wealth comes the ability to dictate the behavior of others in ‘their’ church. Jesus

could not allow that sort of control over God’s saving grace. Neither can we as a family

of 21st century disciples condone such behavior. But I would like to offer the possibility

that giving up our ‘stuff’ and sacrificing our power and control is not about causing

suffering but more about liberating us from the idea that we were ever in control, that we

never had power over anyone or anything, that the only thing necessary to live the good

life is God’s grace. When we are free of the longing for power, when we realize that our

baggage of valuables has only been weighing us down, only then can we accept God’s

grace with open arms and enter through the eye of the needle. When we are liberated

from the trappings of the world, we are then free to live the real grace-filled good life,

free to offer that grace in loving service to our fellow believers, to the community, to the

world.

Lord, may it be so.  Amen.

                                                  
1 Mark 6:8-9.
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2  New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. VIII, Mark 10:17-22 Commentary, p. 649.
3  Mark 10:25.


