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In his late twenties, the young man enjoyed a comfortable life.  He was married with two adorable, healthy children.  His job brought him satisfaction and provided generous health benefits, life insurance, and a pension plan.  By no means wealthy, he did earn enough to allow his wife to stay at home and raise their children, an opportunity that she cherished dearly.  The house that this husband and father lived in was not newly-built, but it was comfortable, and it was situated in an older, established neighborhood where people visited with one another while taking breaks from Saturday yard work.  Having friends and family living nearby, he enjoyed getting together with them for social occasions such as dinners, barbecues, and an occasional game of touch football.


The young man was brought up in a household where religion was important.  He attended church with his family, and felt truly honored to be an acolyte, to be allowed to assist the priest during worship.  Along with his siblings, he attended church school from first grade through high school.  Christian faith was an important part of this man’s self-image.  In fact, he and his wife brought their own children to Sunday worship and to Sunday school, and their oldest child attended kindergarten at the church’s day school.


One particular Sunday as the young man sat down with his family after the reading of the Gospel, something happened.  The Gospel was about a rich man who knelt before Jesus and asked what he must do to inherit eternal life.  When Jesus told the rich man that he must obey the commandments, the rich man replied that he had always kept the commandments.  Up until this point in the Gospel, the young family man felt at ease, for he too, had always kept the commandments to the best of his ability.  Although the young man had heard this story before, he was not ready for what came next in the Gospel.

Jesus told the rich man in the story that he must sell everything he owned and then go and follow Jesus wherever Jesus may lead him.  As he sat in his pew, the words came back to the young man as though he was hearing them for the first time.  What did this mean in terms of his own life and his devotion to living the life of a Christian?  Had he gotten it all wrong? Had he been missing something all these years as he thought he was living as a good disciple of Christ?  What came next in the story shook the young man evern more deeply.

As the rich man in the gospel left Jesus in grief and sadness, Jesus turned to His disciples and said that it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.  The young man’s imagination immediately envisioned a tiny sewing needle lying on the ground next to an enormous animal.  The impossibility of that animal actually passing through the eye of that needle seemed to say that no rich person can possibly join God in the paradise that the young man had always thought he was destined for.  Much of the motivation in the young man’s life was based upon earning more so that he might continue to increase his family’s level of human comforts: nicer homes, clothes and automobiles, meals at fine restaurants, exciting vacations to far-off places.  

True, Jesus did explain to His disciples that while it is impossible for mortals to enter the kingdom of Heaven on their own, all things are possible with God.  But that did not bring much comfort to the young man.  Where would he even begin in accessing the saving help of God that Jesus spoke of?  Did God expect him to sell his possessions in order to be allowed into Heaven?

As he sat through the rest of the service distressed and confused, the young man felt God’s presence as never before, as though God stood before him, seeing into his very heart.  The confident, self-assured outward appearance of the young man evaporated in the presence of his true Creator.

The unsettledness of that Sunday haunted the young man in the days that followed.  One morning he did something that he had never done before.  He went to an early morning weekday service at his church and waited for the priest after the service.  The priest listened intently as the young man described his feelings and his concerns and his questions.  When the young man had finished speaking, a smile appeared upon the priest’s face as his eyes grew bright.  The priest said, “You are so fortunate.  Your questions and fears tell me that you are seeking to find what God’s will is for your life.  In other words, you’ve discovered that there is more to following Christ than not doing the things that the commandments tell us not to do.”
The priest went on to say, “What Jesus asked of the rich man was to use what God had given him to serve God.  Remember,” said the priest, “He wanted the man to not only sell his possessions but to give the money to the poor.  Jesus also said that nothing is impossible with God.  It seems to me,” the priest said, “that Jesus was leading people to seek a closer relationship with God.  It is in closeness to God that we realize that we indeed belong to God; we are able to see who we are, see what we do, and see what we have through a lens that includes God.”
The young man sat for a moment, processing what the priest had to say.  Responding, still with concern upon his face, the young man asked, “So how do I start?  I don’t want to walk away from Jesus grieving like the rich man in the story.”

Looking straight into the young man’s eyes, the priest replied, “That’s easy to answer, but hard to do.  And this is it: Treat everything in your life – your money, your family, your possessions, even your self – as though none of it belongs to you.  Think of yourself as looking after all of these things for someone else, someone else who trusts you to take care of them, and that someone else is God.  At some point in time you will have to account for how well or how poorly you used these things.  You will need God’s help in order to do this, so spending time in prayer and with Holy Scripture is essential.  If you can keep that little bit in mind each day, you just might find a starting point to begin to understand just how to translate the words of that gospel reading into actions in your life that will help you to follow Christ more closely.”
Again, the young man paused before replying, “I do give money give to the church and my oldest child attends school there.  I don’t really spend money extravagantly.  So why is it that I feel like I’m not living up to God’s expectation of me?  I thought all along that I was following Christ.”

Calling to mind how he too struggles with discipleship, the priest responded,  “When Jesus asks us to follow Him, He is asking more than for us to follow His teachings and instructions.  Jesus asks us to follow Him all the way to Cross, the Cross where He allowed Himself to be sacrificed and to die to this world of sin and selfishness.  Jesus wants you, and me, to also die to selfishness and sin, and in doing so, we ourselves become living sacrifices.  As we focus upon living to serve God, God’s will for us becomes clearer.  How we might use what God has entrusted to us to serve God also becomes clearer.  Does this help with any with your questions?” asked the priest.
“I believe it does,” said the young man.  “I’ll have to think about it some more, but I think that maybe I’ve been missing that part about following Christ to the Cross.  I really never thought of myself as a living sacrifice.  To me, sacrifice always seemed like something negative, something that should be avoided.”
As he left the church and drove to work that morning, the young man felt even more like he had been missing something in trying to live the life that God would have him to live.  But unlike the rich man in the gospel lesson, he did not leave grieving.  On the contrary, the young man left the church feeling hopeful and excited.  He was hopeful that in time, he could indeed begin to live according to God’s will for him.  And he was excited to know that he was not expected to this on his own.  He thought of Jesus’ words over and over: “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.”
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