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Where Do Our Loyalties Lie?


Do you remember the story of Hannah from the Old Testament?  If you recall, Hannah and her husband were unable to have children.  In her mind, that fact made her incomplete as a wife and as a woman.  Every day, she tried to take control of her situation.  In spite of her husband’s constant affirmation, she did not see how he could possibly love a woman who could not bear him a son.  Finally, in great desperation, Hannah dared to approach God on her own as her family had gathered at Shiloh to offer their yearly sacrifices.  It was NOT the Jewish custom for people to pray for their own, individual needs - instead they prayed for the needs of the community.  It was NOT the Jewish custom for a woman to pray in the Temple.  Clearly it was NOT the Jewish custom for a woman to step out on her own and make such a life-changing commitment without at least consulting her husband.  But in Hannah’s mind, she had exhausted every possible avenue of human intervention, so it was time to go straight to the source of all life.  She not only committed herself to God, but she also promised to give her child back to God to serve in the Temple.  God heard her cry and we know that Samuel was given to God at a very early age.  He also became a faithful servant of God.


Hannah was miserable until she gave her concerns to God and relinquished the control of her life into God’s hands.  The rich, young ruler, from today’s text was struggling with control issues of his own.  He would seem to have it all, at least by the world’s standards.  He had youth and wealth.  With all that he had, he knew that he was lacking something, and he had a strong sense that it was something which money could not buy.  He wanted to live forever; he wanted eternal life.  Imagine the scene as this wealthy young man ran up to Jesus, a poor, traveling teacher, and knelt at Jesus’ feet.  Jesus must have been somewhat surprised to see that young man kneeling before him.  The interesting thing about the young man’s question was that he wanted to know how to “inherit” eternal life, as though he knew all about the ease of acquiring things through inheritance.  In that line of thinking, we might assume that he had inherited his money and wealth, so he was trying to figure out what it would take to inherit eternal life as effortlessly.


When I was teaching school, I had a student who had been born with the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth.  His family had a great deal of money and though they never really flaunted their wealth the children were very proud of their social status.  As this student approached graduation, he became very sad.  He was valedictorian of his graduating class, but he was not accepted into the colleges and universities which he really wanted to attend.  He had been accepted by a local university or two, but he wanted to attend an Ivy League school.  Given his family’s ability to pay for him to go to any school and the fact that he was at the top of his class, I was shocked to learn that he could not get into any of the schools he wanted to attend.  At his graduation, I heard in his valedictory address a possible reason for all those rejection letters.  His words were of entitlement and superiority.  He was not able to find the empathy to relate to his peers and he tried to blame his mistakes from the past on his friends.  He thought that his admittance to college would come to him as easily as anything else he had ever wanted.  He was sadly mistaken.


Going back to our text for the day, we might be prone to skip over the title, “Good Teacher” but Jesus saw right through the rich, young ruler’s choice of words.  Jesus figured that this young man was trying to butter him up so that he might receive this inheritance as quickly as his other one.  Perhaps that was why Jesus was quick to point out that no one but God is good.  Jesus also saw that this young man was trying to put his faith in another human being, because he did not yet recognize that Jesus as actually God in human form.


One of the biggest pitfalls for clergy is the mistake of falling victim to the misplaced trust that people can place in us.  Jesus could see through that plainly, but sometimes clergy can buy into the misplaced faith that people can put in us, and when they do they have started down a slippery slope.  At first I was not sure how to take this kind of statement, but I have come to see it very differently.  I have decided that it is one of the greatest compliments that I have ever received is when people recognize that I am just a man like everyone else.  I make mistakes in judgment.  I sometimes say things that would be best left unsaid.  I am just a sinner saved by God’s grace, like all the rest of you; I just happen to have answered a call to pastoral ministry.  I loved a quote I read recently about a minister who attended a class reunion.  One of his high school buddies asked him if he was still in the business of saving souls.  He was quicker on his feet than I think I would have been when he said, “I don’t save souls; Jesus does.  I just get to tell the story.” 


Jesus tried to figure out exactly where this young man was in his faith by stressing the importance of keeping the Mosaic law.  When the young man affirmed his belief in the law and his practice of it, Jesus raised the bar.  Jesus challenged this young man to go a step further, because Jesus knew that it was much easier to follow the law than to truly give one’s life to God.  Unfortunately, this was a challenge the rich, young ruler was not prepared to face, so he went away grieving. 


This young man had made a god out of his wealth and possessions.  It was not the wealth itself that was bad, but his unwillingness to give up its importance in his life.  He went away grieving because he knew that he was unwilling to allow God to become the God over all of his life.  He was unwilling to relinquish the control of his assets into God’s hands and he knew that his inability to give his life over to God would keep him from inheriting eternal life.  It sounds so easy to give our lives over to God, but we should not have a hard time relating to this young man.


In her book, Meeting God at Every Turn, Catherine Marshall tells the story of her desire to go to college during the depression years in this country.  She had grown up in a Christian family with a Presbyterian minister as her father and a mother who also had a deep and abiding sense of faith.  She had made her profession of faith at the age of nine and had been active in the church all of her life.  As she was nearing graduation from high school, Catherine was accepted into college and even offered a work study position, but she knew that was not enough to pay for her college tuition.  One day as she was sulking in her room wallowing in her self-pity over not being able to afford college, her mother walked in and told her that it was time to take this problem to God.  They went into the room where Catherine’s mother did her serious praying and knelt beside one another to pray silently together.  Catherine says that in the stillness of that moment she became convicted of the selfishness of her life so far.  She had been the recipient of so much, but had given back very little.  With this awareness, she said, “Lord, I have been selfish. I have taken everything from you, from your church, from my parents, and have given very little back to you in thanksgiving.  Forgive me for this, Lord.  Perhaps I don’t deserve to go to college, and Lord, I turn this dream over to you.  I give it up; it is in your hands.  You decide what I need to do about college.”


Jesus’ encounter with that rich, young ruler and his words to his disciples about the difficulty of those who have wealth entering the Kingdom of God, left his disciples feeling lost and confused.  You need to remember that the disciples puzzled.  You see, those disciples lived in culture where wealth was seen a sign of God’s blessing and favor.  They would have naturally thought that any persons whom God had granted wealth would easily enter into the Kingdom of God.  Jesus seemed to have a way of turning their world upside down, but they never were ready for it when it happened.  Jesus knew that persons who had acquired wealth had a great deal of difficulty giving their all to God.  An interesting problem with wealth is that it requires much energy and commitment to maintain.  Jesus knew the difficulty of maintaining an allegiance to both God and wealth.  He also knew that wealth leads one to believe that anything, including salvation could be bought.  Jesus wanted to make it completely clear that salvation is the gift of God, which cannot be bought or earned.

Then to drive his point home, Jesus gave a list of some of the living beings or possessions which humans tend to make into gods.  Don’t be fooled by the pull to focus on houses or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields.  Jesus said that we do not need to allow ourselves to get bogged down with jobs or businesses or friends or cars or jewelry or illnesses or any of the myriad of other struggles of daily life.


So, what does all of this stuff have to do with us?  We are still people who are challenged to live in a world where our loyalties are torn.  It is easy to become consumed by the things that can fill up our lives: cars or sports or trips.  It is easy to become consumed by the people who are important to us: parents, siblings, spouses, children, grandchildren, and friends.  It is easy for us to become consumed by the struggles of this life: sickness, financial burdens, or keeping up appearances.  The challenge, which the rich, young ruler could not face, is still ours today.  Can we let go of those things in our lives, which would consume and control our thoughts and actions?  Are we truly willing to give everything over to our God?  Where will our loyalties lie?  That is perhaps the most important question of all.

And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen. 


