
Sermon for Sunday, 10th October 2021, 19th Sunday after Trinity

The camel was without doubt the largest animal any of Jesus’ hearers would

have ever seen. The eye of a needle was the smallest hole they could imagine.

So the idea of a camel trying to climb through the needle’s eye was the height

of absurdity, and it is likely that Jesus was using this image with plenty of

tongue in cheek. It is like a scene from an animated cartoon. It has often been

suggested that the eye of the needle was the nickname for a small side gate

which was opened when the big city gate was locked; it is possible that a camel

could pass through it but only with great difficulty and provided that the packs

were taken off its back first. Whatever interpretation Jesus had in mind, his

point was clear.

His one-liner about the eye of the needle was made after a rich man asked him

how he could inherit eternal life. Jesus replies, ‘Keep the commandments.’

The rich man expostulates, ‘But I have! The commandments tell me I must not

kill – well, I have never killed anybody. I have avoided adultery, I have not

stolen anything, I have never been disrespectful to my parents.’ He thought of

himself as a very respectable person because of the bad things he had not

done. He had kept the rules, or rather he had not broken them. The problem

was he was self-satisfied. His reply to Jesus was more arrogant than virtuous.

He was eager to justify that he was OK as far as the faith and the law was

concerned.

There is a world of difference between being respectable and being right with

God, being Christian if you will. Respectability can rest on what you have not

done, and about avoiding doing any harm. But being right with God focuses on

what positive good you have done. Jesus’ knockout blow comes when he says

to the man, ‘There is one thing you lack. Go and sell everything you own and

give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come,

follow me.’

Let us be clear. Jesus certainly did not ask every one of his followers to sell

their possessions. For example, we read that some of the women who cared

for Jesus and his disciples did so from their apparently considerable resources.

Jesus himself often accepted the hospitality of the wealthy and in some of his

teachings he commends good business sense. So he is not actually
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condemning wealth as such in this story. He is simply highlighting the dangers

of the power of wealth and attitudes to wealth, where wealth becomes an

obstacle to wholeness, and indeed holiness in life.

Wealth was clearly an obstacle, a stumbling block, for this man who

approached Jesus. Wealth was his priority. He could not live without it.

Worse still, by being wealthy in that land and at that time meant that he was

very possibly a either a collaborator or at least complicit with the occupying

Roman power. In Luke’s version of this story, the man is referred to as a rich

young ruler, a Jew, therefore, who was doing well under the imperial

domination system, unlike 95% of the native population, the struggling and

suffering peasant class. But it is highly likely that when Jesus told him to sell all

he had, he was being no more literal than when he said, ‘if your eye causes you

to sin tear it out.’ Certainly, Jesus was encouraging him to remove the baggage

from his life and do something positively good for his fellow citizens rather than

justify himself before God for all the bad or wrong things he had not done.

Although many of the celebrated Christian saints throughout the ages are

famous for choosing poverty, not least our own church patron, Francis of Assisi,

there are also some impressive ones who were kings, queens and nobles. But

such people had one crucial difference to the rich man in the Gospel. They

loved. They cared. They shared what they had with others. They used their

privileges, their power, their resources generously for the good of their citizens,

especially the poor. They recognised that in God’s eyes they were themselves

poor, needy, dependent on the grace of God, and that the riches they did have

came from God and were to be used in God’s service.

There is another crucial mistake that the rich man made in our Gospel story.

He made it as soon as he opened his mouth. He tried to make an impression

on Jesus by calling him ‘good.’ In the etiquette of the day, such a flattering

compliment would normally have elicited an equally flattering reply. But Jesus

replies, ‘Why do you call me good?  No one is good but God alone.’

As we resolve to live our lives by not just doing anyone any harm but actually

doing them some good, we must never try to keep an account of how much

apparent good we have done, as if scoring points for ourselves to get to

heaven. We are on much safer gospel ground if we regard the best we can do
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as never enough, resolve always to do better but not get too depressed or

paranoid about it. Any credit we are given by anyone for this or that good or

kind word or act is most encouraging, but our chief response is to give thanks

and praise to God, the source of all goodness, and to reflect humbly that

whatever good we are able to do is simply a response to the goodness of God

to us.

So, we are called in the Christian life to serve without taking the credit, because

the service of God is itself the credit, the reward. This is what Jesus is asking of

us as he calls us to follow him. The kingdom of God life which he proclaimed

and demonstrated reveals itself most of all when we live for others rather than

for ourselves. In this way we become as God created us to be: living reflections

of God our creator. Perhaps rather pale or dim reflections at first, but by God’s

grace and our cooperation, reflections that are growing ever brighter as we

journey through this life.
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