Mark 10:17-27 and Mark12:28-34

I found last Sunday to be a devastatingly meaningful Sunday.  That is except the noble, but strained, attempts of the tenors to navigate the brilliance of Brahms and his Requiem from 9:30-10:30; we are learning but it is a work in progress.   The 11:00 hour of worship redeemed the shortcomings of the earlier futility.  Through story Bruce Guenther described a few of the trials and tribulations in the world, the Christian response on the ground to these nightmares, the partnership of Mennonite Central Committee with these Christians, the reality that people of goodwill across faith traditions are supporting each other, and the importance of our holding these communities in prayerful solidarity.  I am not a man prone to tears in public, but I felt my eyes becoming misty at several points.   Our gospel texts for this morning suggest a very challenging follow up to Bruce’s message.  Let us turn to Mark 10.

The action for today begins “on the Way”, which the NRSV translates as journey.  This term “the way” is a very Markian phrase to allegorically describe the journey of Jesus, the disciples, and surprisingly the Rich Man of today’s story.  Twice in the prologue of Mark’s gospel we hear of a “way of the Lord” which is prepared.  As a verbal thread, the ‘way’ occurs eight times in the last half of the gospel with all manner of geographic movement throughout the earlier chapters.  “The journey is the way of God.  Being ‘on the way’ means more than moving through a physical landscape to Jerusalem; it also means that Jesus moves towards the goal God has set for him...For the disciples, this journey is a movement toward an understanding and an acceptance of what Jesus’ ‘way’ is”.
  In today’s episode a Rich Man pursues the Way of Jesus seeking wisdom about his way.
The man is clearly sincere, he kneels before Jesus and calls him good, and we must recognize that it is social privilege which has allowed this man such access to the Good Teacher on such a whim.  Nonetheless, Jesus continues the conversation.  “He cites the “short list” of the Decalogue [Ten Commandments], leaving out the first four ‘theological’ commandments whose meaning was not a matter of debate for Jews, in order to focus upon the six ‘ethical’ commandments (10:19; see Exodus 20).  A closer reading, however, reveals that the last commandment—“Do not covet what belongs to your neighbor” (Ex 20:17)—has been replaced by “Do not defraud.”  This Levitical censure appears in a section of the Torah that concerns socioeconomic conduct in the Sabbath community:

You shall not defraud your neighbor;

you shall not keep for yourself the wages of a laborer.  (Lev 19:13)
With this deft bit of editing, Jesus reveals that he is more interested in how this man became affluent than in his pious claims.

A number of these themes we find to this point reappear in Mark’s account of the great command found in chapter 12 of his gospel.
· In both cases on his way Jesus is approached by someone who seeks to understand more deeply his way.  In both cases the conversation partner is character who has been part of an adversarial camp to his reformist ministry—a land owner and a scribe.
· In both cases Jesus is recognized by these persons as worthy of respect as they sort themselves out on the way.  They truly are seeking, the text suggests.  The Rich Man calls Jesus a Good Teacher.  The Scribe of Mark 12 understands that Jesus answers difficult questions well.

· In both cases Jesus honors their intention.  The text says that Jesus looked at the Rich man and “loved him”.  Jesus tells the Scribe that he is not far from the kingdom, and here it should be noted that nowhere else in Mark’s gospel does a Scribe receive any positive press.

In this walk through the text I want to pause for just a second.   It is a remarkable thing to have Jesus look with love at a Rich Man who has benefitted from an exploitive government policies that economically favor land owners as opposed to the peasant farmer.   Jesus looks at him, and loves him.  Jesus looks at us, and loves us.  It doesn’t mean Jesus justifies us; more importantly Jesus loves us.  That love might be the key to the Rich Man’s next steps on the way.  Back to the comparison of texts:
· In both stories Jesus cannabalizes the Decalogue with insertions from sections of Leviticus 19 addressing community relations.  In one case the Rich Man is reminded that defrauding one’s workers does not square with eternal life (Lev 19:13).  In the other case the scribe is reminded that love of God is part and parcel with not exploiting one’s neighbour (Lev 12:31; 19:9-17).   This broadening of faithful worship is central to Mark’s gospel and the New Testament.
· In each episode the powerful person seeking the assurance for which they came, leave with an unresolved story.  They, too, are on the Way.  Maybe that is a good thing because so many of us are still on the Way.
Let us return to the man’s original inquiry.  The problem is that his question assumes he can inherit eternal life.  The root of this verb in Greek is the term for a parcel of land—and we will soon learn that this gentleman “possessed many properties” (10:22).  It seems that he is assuming that eternal life, like property, must be inherited!  Like many beneficiaries of a socioeconomic system, he envisions religion as a mere reproduction of his own class entitlement.
Indeed, in first-century Palestine, land was the basis of wealth...the primary mechanism was acquiring land [was] through the debt-default of small agricultural land holders...This is how socioeconomic inequality had become so widespread in the time of Jesus.  And it is almost certainly how this man ended up with “many properties” [and many properties is a closer translation than many possession] ”
...

Yet Jesus does not directly dispute the man’s improbably contention that he has ‘kept the whole law’ (10:20), even though it flies in the face of Jesus’ own assertion that ‘there is no one good but God’ (10:18).  Instead, Jesus ‘looked at the man and loved him,’ for he is about to deliver some hard truth (10.21).

This is the kind of compassion that refuses to equivocate, ‘You lack one thing.’  The verb implies that it is the rich man who is in debt—to the poor he has defrauded.  ‘Get up,’ pleads Jesus, using the verb associated in Mark with healing episodes.  ‘See what you have and give to the poor.’  The man must dismantle the system from which he derives his privilege...by redistributing his ill-gotten surplus he stands to receive true ‘treasures in heaven’.


‘And come follow me.’  Jesus is not inviting this man to change his attitude toward his wealth, or to treat his servants better, or to reform his personal life.  He is asserting a precondition for his discipleship:  economic restitution.  The man’s piety collapses because he had much property (many possessions in the NRSV).
   Redistribution of wealth is not the same charity; and for those of us with many possessions such a word is a hard word.
I am grateful for Bruce Guenther’s presentation last week, and I am grateful for the generosity to MCC which is feeding hungry and disposed people throughout the world.  I am grateful for Potash Corp’s support of our local food bank.  These are important and compassionate responses to need, do not get me wrong.  The Jesus of today’s scripture text, however, asks more of us than to pray and offer funds (as hard an assignment as that already is).  The last third of my sermon teases out nuances surrounding the question of “selling all” without leaving us all bereft of any property or possession.  That caveat may itself may be a compromise, but we all must start somewhere on the Way.

This past week I was thumbing through my favorite cook book, More-with-Less, and I found these words from 1976.  Mennonite Central Committee
has called for a major focus on the world food crisis by Mennonites within the next five to ten years.  It is providing leadership by broadening and strengthening rural development and family planning programs around the world.   In addition, for the first time in its 55-year history, MCC has asked each constituent household to look at its lifestyle, particularly food habits.  Noting the relationship between North American overconsumption and world need, a goal has been set to eat and spend 10 percent less.

As we witnessed last week, people to whom MCC ministers are still hungry.  Bruce Guenther didn’t ask us to eat and spend 10% less, but earlier prophets from MCC did ask this.  Are we willing?   Are we willing to advocate to our friends and family that we consume less.  During the 2nd World War in the states the collective effort called for “Meatless Mondays”; this coming from a pagan government interested in centralizing money to build more bombs!!   Why would we, Jesus people that we are, not consider such a thing for the non-violent war against hunger!?  Meatless Monday—it could work.  More than that, though, we need to address the obscene food systems which truck produce across continents.  Support the development of backyard and community gardens—it can work.   Buy local potatoes, carrots, and garlic—it can work.  Lentils on Friday raised by Saskatchewan farmers—it can work.  This is no clerical prescription of what will heal the world’s food woes.  Rather, it is clerical perspective that our food systems, international and local, are out of kilter.  We have an opportunity to join the Way of Jesus which systemically fosters justice.  If we are to modify the system, as the Mark text suggests, it will require willing disciples and a willingness to take ownership in the transition.
A headline appeared in our beloved Saskatoon Star Phoenix this past Thursday.  It read “Regina council committee finds living wage proposal too pricey”.
  Too pricey for who?   I would guess the people they consulted were not the ones on the financial edge trying to make rent, fill up the car with gas, or service school loans.  I would guess those consulted where not the ones trying to reclaim an economically dignified life in the wake of poor decisions.  Too pricey for who????  None of the people on the financial edge would say it is too pricey.  The people thinking a living wage is too pricey are stuck in the Rich Young Ruler’s dilemma.  Can we as followers of Jesus Christ, who have heard this question to the Rich Young man, not support a livable wage?
Saskatoon Council itself is dealing with important decisions when it comes to sustainability and environmental sensitivity—trash.   To implement a composting dimension to our homes and business would certainly cost residents money.  To not implement a composting dimension to our homes and businesses will cost our children, future residents of this city, and the environment even more.  The ecological concerns at play here, let alone the financial cost of a new landfill, are staggering.  If we are not able to consume less, at the least we ought to be able to compost what we do not consume.  Oh, but there is a cost to this.  I would hope Christians who hear this story of the Rich Young Ruler might consider our obligation to the land.
Both of these last two case studies have been theological and political in nature.  One of the graces of living in Canada is that we have access to the people who make policy.  I would suggest that take time to meet with and write the politicians who represent us; that we encourage them towards a systemic care for the vulnerable people and land around us.  The place we have the most influence is in our homes.  From there it is the community.  The story of the Rich Young Man does speak to systemic change, and in our case that means being in conversation with our city councillors.
Dear, oh dear, I have talked beyond the time allotted to me.  I had other applications which I might have offered, but not today.  So it goes.  Know that for those earnestly seeking the Way, Jesus Christ looks upon us and loves us.  He knows our predicaments.  He knows our intentions.  I trust him to guide us through the days and weeks and years and decades ahead.   May Jesus Christ be merciful as we continue to find our way on his Way.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, Pastor of Nutana Park Mennonite Church

� David Rhoads and Donald Michie, Mark as Story:  An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1982), pp. 64-65.


� Ched Myers, Marie Dennis, Joseph Nangle, Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, Stuart Taylor, “Say to this Mountain”:  Mark’s Story of Discipleship (Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 1996), pp 124-125.


� κτῆμα in The Analytical Greek Lexicon Revise, edited by Harold K. Moulton (Grand Rapids, MI: Regency Reference Library, 1977), p. 242.


� Ibid. 125-126.


� Doris Janzen Longacre, More-With-Less Cookbook (Scottdale, PA:  Herald Press, 1976), p. 6.


� Arthur White-Crummey, “Regina council committee finds living wage proposal too pricey” (Saskatoon StarPhoenix (Thursday, Oct 11 (2018)) Section A5).





