
 
 

My Sermon from last Sunday October 14, 2018  ‘21st after Pentecost’   ~  “The Possible God” 
 

Speak Lord your servants are listening.  Amen. 
 

There are some stories that get told over and over again.  One story that gets repeated in my 
family is how my father’s older brother Richard was newly trained as a doctor in Canada and then 
in a spirit of adventure he went to England in the 1930’s and rose to the rank of Air Marshall in the 
Royal Air Force and eventually was knighted by Queen Elizabeth.  As a child, the story of my uncle 
entranced me and made me realize that anything in life is possible. 
 
My husband Jouni likes to tell the story of how he came over to Canada from Finland in 1953 with 
his parents, and his 3 younger siblings on the ship Gripsholm.  He will talk about seeing and 
smelling all the food in the dining rooms and how he and his siblings only dared to eat porridge in 
the morning as it was familiar and they were homesick.  They couldn’t face the exotic food that 
was available, like scrambled eggs and bacon. 
 
Each of you here will have your own family stories  ~  the stories that define you and mark 
beginnings and endings, stories of great joy and stories of great sorrow. 
   
You will probably recognize the story of the Rich Man that you heard this morning from Mark’s 
Gospel chapter 10.  This story is important and it also is told in both Matthew and in Luke.  
Matthew is the only one who says the rich man is young, and Luke is the only one who calls him a 
ruler.  The fact that he shows up in three of the gospels is a good sign that this was a significant 
conversation with Jesus.  The story was challenging then and challenging now as it contains a tough 
instruction given by Jesus to the rich man. 
   
“You lack one thing.  Go, sell what you own, give the money to the poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”  (Mark 10: 21) 
 
Will hearing this story change our behaviour today?  Probably not!  We will still eat lunch either at 
home or in a restaurant, and not empty out our saving accounts today.  What is Jesus teaching us?  
What is the rich man lacking? 
 
I read in a book some time ago something about the art of trapping monkeys in India.  One 
technique is to drill a hole in a coconut and place rice in the coconut.  A monkey will come along 
and stick a paw into the coconut, grab a fistful of rice, and then be unable to pull its paw back 
from the coconut.  The monkey is trapped by his greed.  All he would have to do is let go of the 
rice and then his hand would be free, and he could draw it out.  The problem is that the monkey 
places greater value on the rice that he is holding than he does on his freedom. 
 
Jesus presents each of us with a simple question about what kind of person we want to be.  Do we 
want to be like those monkeys in India losing their freedom with their fist firmly clinched on a 
handful of rice?  Or do we want to be like the disciples whose priorities were so rearranged that 
their things just were not all that important anymore? 
 
What the rich man in our story is after, when he asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” is a closer, lasting relationship with God.  And Jesus’ response to him, to Peter, and to us is: 
“The cost of eternal life is too high for you to accept:  it is free.”  There is nothing we can do 
to inherit eternal life.  That would be more impossible than threading a camel through a needle.  
The only thing we can do to inherit eternal life is to receive it as a gift of God’s love.  To accept 
the fact that life  ~  life itself  ~  is a gift from God, and eternal life has been won for us by Jesus 



Christ.  It is freely given.  It is pure grace.  In order to accept that gift we simply have to make 
room for it.  We have to let go of the things to which we cling tightly so that our hands and our 
hearts can receive it. 
  
What are the things that get between you and God?  What in your life is so full to the brim that 
there is no more room to accept the unmerited love of God?  
  
Jesus looks at the man, loves him, and says, “You know, there is something else you need to 
do.  You need to go, sell what you own and give the money to the poor; then come and 
follow me.”  The man knows that he not going to give up everything he has to follow Jesus and 
so he goes away grieving. 
 
The preacher and Episcopalian priest Barbara Brown Taylor describes what Jesus is telling the rich 
man to do as a dare.  “It is a dare to him [the rich man] to become a new creature, defined in a 
new way, to trade in all the words that have described him up to now  –  wealthy, committed, 
cultured, responsible, educated, powerful, obedient  –  to trade them all in on one radically 
different word, which is ‘free’.”  And what does he do?  Our rich man walks away.  He is the only 
person in the Gospel to walk away from Jesus’ invitation to follow him, and he walks away because 
he can’t really imagine a life where he is not defined by what he has and who he knows.  Again, 
he’s not a bad person, but as Taylor says, he just can’t imagine that the opposite of rich might not 
be poor, but free.  
 
There is a story of a young disciple in India who left home and traveled in search of a spiritual 
master, whom he at last found sitting in prayer beside a river.  The young man begged the master 
to teach him.  The master rose slowly, then suddenly grabbed the younger man and dragged him 
into the river and under the water.  Seconds passed, then a minute, then another minute.  The 
young man struggled and kicked, but still the teacher held him down until at last he drew him 
coughing and gasping out of the water.  “While you were under the water, what was it you 
wanted?” the teacher asked, when he saw that the other was finally able to speak again.  “Air,” 
the young man said, still panting.  “And how badly did you want it?”  “All . . . it was all I wanted 
in the world.  With my whole soul I longed only for air.” “Good,” said the teacher.  “When you 
long for God in the same way that you have just now longed for air, come back to me and you will 
become my disciple.” 
 
We need to read the story in its entirety.  Jesus doesn’t say that rich people won’t enter the 
kingdom of God.  He also doesn’t say poor people will enter the kingdom of God.  What he says 
is that God is in charge of all of that and if there is anything for us to do, it is to trust in a God 
for whom all things are possible.  God is our center, our foundation.  God is at our right hand 
and at our left, behind us and before.  God is an ever present help in times of trouble.  It is 
reliance on God above all else  ~  before anything else  ~  that will allow us to accept Jesus’ call 
to come and follow him. 
  
Writes Barbara Brown Taylor, “We can keep the commandments until we are blue in the face; we 
can sign our checks over to Mother Teresa and rattle tin cups for our supper without earning a 
place at God’s banquet table.  The kingdom of God is not for sale.  The poor cannot buy it with 
their poverty any more than the rich can buy it with their riches.  The kingdom of God is God’s 
consummate gift, to be given to whomever God pleases, for whatever reasons please God.” 
 
In order to receive the gift from God, the gift of grace, the gift of salvation, we must be free.  
We must have open hands to receive the gift.  If we are not free to go, we cannot become a 
disciple of Jesus. 
  
The rich young ruler goes away shocked because he thought his money would make him free.  He 



would rather be tied down and chained by all his possessions than free to do what he wants.  We 
are all called to be dependent upon the grace of God and to acknowledge that everything we have 
is a gift from God. 
 
When we understand this reality 
of our faith and when we are 
willing to travel with Jesus to 
his cross, we know that we 
receive our salvation through 
God.  We inherit our eternal life 
through God.  Jesus said, “For 
mortals it is impossible but 
not for God; for God all things 
are possible.” 
 
The possible God.  Think of all 
the rich young ruler lost when 
he turned away from following 
Jesus.  May you and I take our 
hand out of the coconut and 
take hold of God’s hand and 
listen to the voice of Jesus 
calling you and calling me: 

Come, follow me . . . 
 
Amen. 
 
Archdeacon Deborah + 

 


