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            Mark 10:17-31


Going deeper in our spiritual lives is more like peeling an onion than it is like digging for buried treasure.  That’s is to say, it’s not like there is a ton of rock and rubble between us and the gold.  Rather, there are layers and layers of good stuff between the surface and the core.  That’s a lesson I tend to forget when I look at my own spiritual life and consider with impatience how silly I was in the past.  But it is a lesson that I find very gently reflected in the story of the rich man who approached Jesus asking, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” 


When you first read this story, you might see it as Jesus correcting the rich man, telling him that he had it all wrong, setting him right.  But notice this line:  “Jesus, looking at him, loved him…” Jesus does not disparage what this man has done.  He doesn’t mock his approach to the spiritual life.  He loves him, and I think there is recognition and appreciation involved with that statement.  But then, Jesus says, there is one more thing.  Let go.  And there’s the challenge.


When the rich man comes to Jesus, their first conversation is about following the commandments:  “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.”  When the man tells Jesus he has done all these things since his youth, he’s making no small claim.  How many of us could say the same thing?  Not me, that’s for sure.  This man has shaped his life around moral rules, and the life that resulted is certainly an admirable one.  


When our Worship Task Group met to talk about this passage, we found it easy to dismiss this rich man’s approach to religion.  We quickly painted him as a person with a strict, rule-bound approach to religion who felt entitled, because of his own righteous behavior, to a reward from the universe.  We could think of all sorts of other Christians who are like that in their approach to religion, and some of us could even remember times in our own pasts when we had an obedience-leads-to-reward approach to faith.  


The problem was, we had failed to do what Jesus did when he encountered this rich man.  We didn’t look at him, and love him.  We didn’t look with love at our fellow Christians, or even look at that part of ourselves that tries to get it right, to do well by God, to structure our lives according to the boundaries described by the commandments, by scripture.  If we looked at this self, at these people, as Jesus looked at the rich man, we wouldn’t mock them or judge them or belittle them.  We’d love them.


But the story doesn’t end there.  Jesus looked at the man, loved him, and then said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”  In other words, give up the thing that makes you secure, that make you feel insulated and comfortable.  Let go of your security blanket.  Let the that firm ground you’re standing on start to crack and crumble.  


It is pretty startling advice that Jesus gives, and the rich man can’t really listen to it.  In the end, he walks away from Jesus.  But what if we were to understand Jesus as doing something more than just adding another rule to this man’s list.  What if this was more than another requirement for him to follow?  What if Jesus is inviting this man to peel the onion—to step into a place where he will be able to have a deeper experience of the spiritual life, one that goes beyond rules and rewards?


This is a story that I imagine many of us share, and in many ways, it’s the story of Job.  When something happens that shakes our world, when we find ourselves suddenly without our security blankets, way beyond our comfort zones, we have a crisis of faith.  This wasn’t the deal, we find ourselves crying out to God.  What have I done to deserve this?  I’ve followed the rules, so where’s my reward?


Sometimes, this is where our faith journey ends.  We get frustrated and walk away, or we get stuck here and we can’t move beyond our frustration.  But sometimes we have the experience that Job had.  In the midst of grieving the failure of one way to approach the spiritual life, we discover another.  We discover God’s awesome presence in the midst of our loss, our grief, our pain.  That presence is profound, and intensely comforting.  It doesn’t resolve all our dilemmas, answer all our questions, but rather gives us a new way to be together with God.  It gives us encounter, not answers.  It offers us a new way to understand our relationship with God—it establishes a new economy of grace that takes the place of the careful exchange of obedience for reward.  

 What if Jesus’ response to the rich man in today’s gospel reading wasn’t the story of actions that we need to take in order to have a relationship with God.  What if this story is descriptive of a way to peel an onion, a way to go deeper, a way to take the next step.  What if this encounter with God which some of us have come to discover when our world is rocked and shaken or even broken apart is something that we could actually seek out?  What if Jesus is inviting to seek out insecurity—and not just assuring us that he will be with us when times get tough?  What if there’s a step this man will not be able to take until he lets go of the certainty, the security he’s constructed for himself and find security and certainty in a gracious encounter with God?


These questions lie at the very heart of my own spiritual journey, my own attempts to go deeper in my relationship with God.  A few years ago, I came to a place in my life when many of the things that made me feel secure—my identity as a minister, my professional credentialing, my ability to succeed and to advance—all of these things got shaken up.  I felt deeply insecure during this period, but I never felt alone.  


I thought often at the time of a game my kids had called “Kerplunk”.  The game consisted of a plastic tube with a big pile of marbles at the top.  The marbles were held up by a series of sticks that bisected the tube.  On each turn, a person had to withdraw one of the sticks—hopefully without making all of the marbles “kerplunk” to the bottom.  As various things that I had relied on were pulled out from my life, I kept wondering when I would kerplunk—when I would lose my faith, fall apart, or whatever that might look like.  I certainly had tough days—even weeks—during that period, but I never felt my faith kerplunk.  I had a sense of discovering that I just needed Jesus—just that one stick—to hold the marbles of my faith life up.  I had a sense of Jesus looking at me, and loving me, and that held me together in my darkest moments.


But here’s the thing:  now that I have some distance, now that there is some time  seperating me and that difficult period of my life, I have noticed in myself a temptation to start sticking all those other sticks back in.  It’s so hard to trust in God alone!  But what if the lesson of today’s scripture is a lesson for our entire spiritual life.  We can let go of a whole layer the onion.  We can peel away even something that has been good and supportive and sweet for us.  And under that layer, there lies another layer, good and sustaining.  And enough for us.  We don’t need to re-create the outer layer, the outer shell.  In fact, we could become so emboldened by our experience of God’s presence in dark times that we could let go of other things that have given us comfort and support—wealth, beliefs, ideas, habits, addictions, relationships, identities.  We can let go of those things because in that release, we will become more able to follow Jesus.


What do you hear Jesus calling you to release?  
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