Text: Mark 10:23-31
Trouble in the Text

The rich young man has gone away sad.  Jesus has said to him follow me, but first go and sell everything, giving it to the poor.  This man surely looked to Peter and James and John and those twelve disciples like a great recruit.  This is exactly the type of person that we need to be adding.  Adding this rich young ruler will give our Jesus movement our kingdom of God more cache.  And Jesus, instead of putting on the recruitment pitch and adding the signing bonus sets the bar way up here and sent him away sad.  
Those disciples don’t even have to say anything.  Jesus looks around at their faces and answers that question running through their head – “How difficult it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God.”  And you can see the dazed and confused look on their faces - the incomprehension that this man would find anything difficult.  He was rich – the text last week said he had many fields.  He wasn’t just a rich merchant – he was the landed aristocracy.  The world literally was his.  He was pious – let’s take him at his word, he kept the commandments.  He was young – a ruler at a young age.  In a culture where wisdom and leadership were the rights of those with grey hair – they had elevated this man fast.  This was the golden boy – nothing comes hard to the golden boy.  Jesus – how is this difficult for him?  God has already blessed him?  He’s already in, isn’t he?
And Jesus looks at those amazed faces and tells the disciples differently.  He says “Children… children, how difficult it is to enter the reign of God.”  And take the biggest thing you can think of and try and shove it through the smallest opening – that is the metaphor.  “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than the rich to enter into the reign of God.”  It is easier for a Saturn 5 rocket to barnstorm through a suburban garage.  The saying would produce chuckles, but chuckles hiding the fear.  If not the golden boy?  If it is as hard as the nonsensical camel through the eye, “then who is able to be saved?”

Two False answers to trouble

There are two false answers to that question given by this world.  The first is the perennial work harder.   After all Jesus just says it will be hard, but eternal life is worth that work – right?  I’d assert to you this has historically been the answer in the West.  It even sneaks it way into what claims to be the gospel.   Pick the random person out of American society and ask how they will be saved and the answer is by being a good person.  The notion in Islam is the giant scale where Allah puts all the bad on this side and all the good on this side and sees which way it tips.  Did you keep the fast?  Did you make the pilgrimage?  Did you pray?  Did you make a good confession?  Did you give alms to the poor?  Those are Islam’s five pillars.  Following them will make you a good person.  But did you do enough to tip those scales? 

The second false answer might be more prevalent today – to deny that there is something more, something we’d call salvation or eternal life.  I’d assert that this is the historic answer of the East.  Grasshopper, you ask the wrong question.  Because you want, you suffer.  Salvation is not the satisfaction of hunger, but the eradication of desire.  A bad paraphrase of the four noble truths of the Buddha.  Only when Atman - your conscious self - realizes it is in fact Brahman  - the true nature of all - do you reach moksha (release or freedom). The goal is not salvation but extinction.  The Hindu Vedas in a sentence.  Last week I questioned if much of our society even asked the salvation question.  David Brooks of the NYT said we are all becoming neural Buddhists.  If anyone has read Raymond Kurzweil or spent any time around hard core computer geeks – I worked for IBM for 9 years – they are all awaiting and working toward the singularity, when their Atman will get merged with the Brahman of the transistor.  In less mystical language they expect that by around 2037 they will be able to download themselves into a computer which will be an infinitely better state of being if you listen to Mr. Kurzweil.   Hence David Brook’s neural budhism – extinguishing the wants of the body by getting rid of the neurons.  And one commentator talking about Great Britain and Europe described the Metaphysical exhaustion of the continent which he defined as – “just shut up about salvation, you are putting a damper on the party.”  Those who would even ask the question – “who then can be saved” – are the boors you avoid while the liquor is flowing and the music is thumping.  The parts of the west that aren’t turning to the east are just amusing themselves to death.
The True Answer – The Gospel
Jesus is uncharacteristically blunt in our text.  He tells us straight up the answer.  Who can be saved?  With man it is impossible, but all things are possible for God.  If you are trying to save yourself – it is not going to work.  If you are deluding yourself or giving yourself the best anesthesia of the age, it is not going to work.  With man – no one can be saved.  But God…God can save.
That is the gospel.  It is grace pure and simple - Unmerited and unasked for.  That is how God comes to us.  And it is a scandal.  We don’t want grace.  We want to work.  We want to seek God.  We want to be the one to find him. We want some credit for ourselves. We didn’t ask for this Jewish peasant.    We want him to look better than this.  We want him to have nice big shiny things.  We really don’t want that cross.  Sorry – with man it is impossible.  But with God – grace overflows.  Who then can be saved?  Everyone who believes and is baptized.  Everyone who stops trying to save themselves.  Everyone who is willing to simply rest in that grace of the one who brought it all into being. 

How then shall we live – Sanctification
And Peter..Peter is that guy that just says what everyone is thinking.  Jesus gives him the answer.  Who can be saved?  You – because God’s grace has called you.  Peter answers the gospel with the cry of everyone who bore the heat of the day in the vineyard and is looking with horror at the grace of the master giving the same pay to the 11th hour workers.  Grace?  But look what we’ve given up.  You can’t just give salvation out by grace!  That would mean it might not be fair.  Look, we’ve left everything and followed you!  
And Jesus’ answer to that complaint about the nature of grace should tell us something about our call to live in grace.  Jesus says “Amen – truly, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands for my sake and for the gospel who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life.”
In the age to come that grace gives eternal life, but the majority of Jesus’ answer is in this time.  Ok Jesus, where are my houses and my brothers?  I had one in St. Louis and the other in Baltimore.  Where are my father or mother or children or lands?  You said in this time, 100 fold.  Where are they?  Look around.  Look at the person sitting next to you in the pew.  Look at the baby being passed around or the houses that have been opened to you.  Look around, because right here in this church, in this people called out of the world to be God’s holy people by grace, right here we find our living grace.  In this community of God we find our brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers and children and lands.  Right here, we are called to live in that grace and to be all those good things for each other.  The gates of hell will not overcome her…truly there is no one who will not receive 100 fold.

But there is that one troubling word added on to the end…with persecutions.   That living community of grace is not a natural thing.  This world will attack it just like the body attacks an invading virus.  In some ways that what this called community is – an invasion of grace into a world of work and denial.  Entry into the reign of God is not easy.  C.S. Lewis quipped on the camel -  “But picture how the camel feels, squeezed out in one bloody thread from tail to snout.”  That is what takes place in this community of the church.  What is impossible with man, God does.  He calls, gathers, enlightens and sanctifies us.  The Spirit takes our crooked timber and through trials and persecutions, sustained by His power in Word and Sacrament, he squeezes us out in one bloody thread…fashioning us into those living stones of the temple in the reign of God.  It is not always comfortable.  But it has the advantage of being true.
Who then can be saved?  Everyone – because God’s grace is super-abundant through that man on that cross.  But the results will surprise you.  Many who you think are first will be last, and the last first.  Because Jesus is not just calling for a nicer form of this world – but is calling for a transformation by His grace and Spirit.  Being transformed – being pulling into one bloody thread -  is not easy – especially when our current form can be so comfortable.  Amen.
