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Mark 10:17-22

JUST SAY YES!

Although sermon textbooks advise against this, I feel like I need to begin with an apology of sorts this morning.  Before we get to the real substance of this sermon, I just need to let you know about some of the struggles I experienced getting to this preaching moment.  All week, I kept asking myself, “Why are you preaching on this topic and text?”  Some of us who plan worship had selected a different topic and text for this morning.  In a way, the experience of this week has seemed similar to when people talk about opening the Bible to any random page, placing a finger on some words, reading them and discovering they are the words they most needed to hear.  This passage about the rich young ruler seemed to be chasing me, demanding my attention.  

Some of you may be very familiar with this picture of the rich young ruler. In baptism class the students spend time learning about Jesus’ life by placing pictures depicting scenes from his life in chronological order. At the last baptism class, I found myself really thinking about this story and how interesting it is that we are living in a time when people’s life savings are vanishing and in this story Jesus asked a man to abandon, walk away from his wealth.  Then, one day, when I was in the basement, I was looking through the file I have of my Dad’s sermons and came across one on this text.  And I found some of it thought-provoking.  I tried to refocus my attention away from this text but I just kept feeling like there was something in it, something that needed attention, something demanding my attention.  So my apology stems from feeling like maybe the something is really personal, for me, but in the end, this passage spoke to me in such a challenging and helpful way, it is my hope, my prayer that it will do the same for you.

So that’s more than enough about my struggle, let’s take a look at the passage.  Mark tells us that Jesus was setting out on a journey.  Jesus was leaving one of his favorite places, the shores of the Sea of Galilee to travel about 80 miles south to Jerusalem when a man, a man we commonly refer to as the rich young ruler, approaches Jesus.  Nowhere in the Bible are the words rich, young and ruler used together.  This story is told in Matthew and Luke as well and Matthew calls the man young, Luke a ruler meaning a religious leader and Mark describes him as rich, thus rich, young ruler.  This man doesn’t just stroll up to Jesus nonchalantly; he approaches him with a certain eagerness.  He runs up and kneels before Jesus.  Then he begins to address Jesus using a little flattery calling him “good teacher.” This is the only place in Scripture where Jesus is addressed as good teacher.  And then the man asks his question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  In this context the man was probably less concerned with life after-death…that really was not central to first century Jewish thought.  It’s more likely that he wanted to know how to be sure he was living a good and faithful life, a life assured of blessings. 

Jesus answers the eager man but first lets him know he isn’t falling for the flattery by reminding him that God alone is good.  Essentially Jesus was saying, “Don’t try to get in good with me, focus on God.”  Then, Jesus talks about some of the ten commandments, particularly those that focus on how to interact with other people.  At this point, our eager young man was probably feeling pretty good because he assures Jesus he has been following those commandments since he was a kid. But then, Jesus says to him, “You lack one thing…”  I sort of imagine wrinkles of worry appearing on the man’s forehead.  Jesus tells the man to go, sell all he owns and give the money away, give it all to the poor.  Jesus concludes by inviting the man to come along, to follow him.  The man, shocked and grieved, says no.

Well, come on, Jesus.  Did you really think the man would just walk away from everything he owned?  It is true that sometime earlier fishermen had dropped everything to follow Jesus so it does seem within the realm of possibility that this eager young man would also just say yes. But traditionally wealth was seen as a sign of God’s blessing.  How could this rich, young, ruler be expected to suddenly change his whole way of thinking, believing and living?  Wasn’t Jesus being sort of unrealistic, maybe even a little bit mean?  Well, there is one word in Mark’s telling of the story that boldly asserts that is not the case.  Mark says, “Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing…’”  Jesus did not issue the man the challenge to give up all he had and to follow him out of unkindness or anger.  Jesus was motivated by love.  He wanted to help the man find his way to the best, most faithful, most meaningful and blessed life he possibly could enjoy. 

Out of love, Jesus challenged the man to say yes to making a radical change in his life. Jesus challenged this rich young ruler to get rid of what stood between him and following Jesus.  He challenged him to make this one drastic change, give up all of his many possessions, so that unfettered he could come along and join Jesus on his journey.  No one else was issued that exact same challenge.  No one else was told to sell everything he or she owned.  Apparently no one else needed to be told that.  Jesus singled out the one thing that stood between this rich young ruler and his ability to choose to walk beside Jesus.

One scholar has said that Jesus was the good physician and that he “did not prescribe the same pill for every patient.”  He looked at people as the unique individuals they were and diagnosed what was stopping them from living a full and faithful life and challenged them, poked and prodded, right there.  For our eager young man, it was possessions.  For the woman at the well in Samaria who had married at least five times, it had to do with hunger and thirst, what she most desired.  For Zacchaeus the tax collector, it was about fair business practices.  No two biblical characters had the same problem, had the same obstacle preventing them from following Jesus, so no two of them received the same prescription or challenge from Jesus.  

The same holds true today.  As we study this passage, we can hear the same very personal prescriptions or challenges issued to each one of us.  We are issued these challenges not out of spite or some anger, but out of love - we are invited to just say yes to whatever change we need to make in our lives so that we can more fully follow Jesus Christ and consequently live faithful lives replete with blessings.  Can you hear the voice of Jesus calling to you and asking you to let go of some priority in order to make following him the highest priority in your life?  To what change do you need to say yes?

On Tuesday, Millard Fuller, the founder of Habitat for Humanity International died at the age of 74.  When Fuller was just 29 years old, he had already earned his first million, as an entrepreneur and an attorney.  But apparently as his wealth increased his life fell apart.  His passion for wealth and the good life began to destroy him and his marriage.  While visiting with his wife in New York City in an attempt to reconcile with her, Fuller felt drawn, called, challenged to say yes to a radical change, to give it all away, to give all of his money to the poor.  Together that’s exactly what Linda and Millard Fuller did.  Eventually Habitat was born and upon his death he is being remembered as “a force of nature who turned a simple idea into an international organization that has helped more than 300,000 families move from deplorable housing into simple, decent homes they helped build and can afford…”  

Like the rich young ruler, Jesus challenged the Fullers to say yes to the drastic change of giving up all of their wealth.  What prescription is Jesus giving to you?  To what change might you, might I, need to say yes…so that we can follow, truly follow Jesus Christ?  Because that’s what it is all about, this text, the challenge, the invitation, it’s about saying yes, to following the life and example of Jesus Christ.

Jesus asked that eager young man on the road to Jerusalem and invites us to follow him, do as he did, live as he lived, love as he so loved.  Jesus does not provide a reading list, does not suggest another set of commandments to obey, does not encourage course work.  Lovingly he says, follow me.  Be with me, be in relationship with me and follow my lead.  Jesus offered that young man the chance to say yes to following him and every day we are offered that same opportunity.

At the heart of this, it seems, is the idea that sometimes the only way to understand what’s going on is by doing, acting.  To fully understand what it means to be a Christian, to be a follower of Jesus Christ means to live as Jesus lived, not learn it, read about it, yes that’s good but to do it, live it.  

Soon after Jim and I started dating, we flew to my home in Denver for Christmas break.  In order for our relationship to continue, he needed to make a drastic change.  He needed to become a downhill skier. As we flew west, Jim kept asking me questions about how to ski.  He had never been on alpine skis or slopes before.  He asked me about how to shift my weight and the placement of my feet when I turned.  He asked about how bent my knees tended to be.  He asked me about shoulder movements and so on.  I tried really hard to answer.  But finally, I knew I just could not explain how to ski.  We had to get to the top of a mountain and ski down the slope.
But there comes that point at which we can’t keep thinking and studying, singing and praying, we have to say yes to following Jesus, do as he did, live as he lived, love as he loved.  Say yes to ridding ourselves of the obstacles in our way and go, follow, live a life of faith to the best of our abilities.  Follow Jesus.

Now, I’ve reached the place at which every article or sermon sort of stopped when exploring this passage.  But there’s one more piece of it, the piece that really grabbed and held my attention this week, a piece I found so helpful.  In the end, the young man walked away from Jesus. Although the rich young ruler is no doubt the biggest loser, Jesus failed.  He did not convince the man to follow him.  And thinking about it, this is not the only occasion when that happened.  Many Scribes and Pharisees were never persuaded by Jesus’ teaching or life’s work.  Judas could not overcome his doubts.  Yet Jesus was undeterred, he just kept on going, challenging, inviting, encouraging, people to follow him.  Over and over, he offered people the opportunity to say yes.

This may come as a shock, but I am not always successful.  Sometimes I fail. Actually I thought about listing all the specific ways I feel I have failed you as your minister but then thought better of that plan.  There are projects that I have worked on, believed in, thought they would be good for us as a church, but they were never realized.  There are relationships I sought to heal but the rifts remain.  There are people I invited and welcomed into this church family only to have them choose to walk away. But to follow Jesus means to keep at it…because one time, sometime, it will work and God’s will will be done.  We are in the process of goal-setting as a church.  Some of the goals we set will one day be realized.  Some may not.  But as followers of Jesus Christ, we have no choice but to keep at it.   
Say yes…when Jesus challenges you to make a change so you can follow him.  Say yes.  And keep saying yes, even when you are weary, discouraged, and hurting, say yes, I’ll try again. 
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