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Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost • October 14, 2018 
Amos 5:6-7, 10-15 •  Psalm 90:12-17  •  Hebrews 4:12-16  •  Mark 10:17-31 

  
 There’s an old legend about a gate in Jerusalem called the “eye of the needle.” The “eye of 
the needle,” the legend goes, was built smaller than all the other gates in the city. And so whenever a 
camel and its rider went in or out of the gate, they would have to crouch down to fit through it. But 
no such gate ever existed. It’s just one more of the countless legends that have cropped up over two 
thousand years of Biblical interpretation. The eye of the needle is rather unexceptional in that way. 
But there is something unusual about that legend. Which is that people who take Jesus’s teachings 
about mustard seeds, prodigal sons, or good Samaritans at more or less face value believe there must 
be some alternate explanation to the eye of the needle. Why is that? 
 The answer is obvious. Because we don’t like what Jesus has to say about money. And so we 
try to tone it down. Surely, Jesus can’t mean that it’s impossible for people with wealth to enter the kingdom of 
God. I have wealth. So it must just be difficult. Like the riders contorting themselves to fit under that 
mythical gate, we bend over backwards to fit ourselves into Jesus’s words. 
 There are two well-trod options for what to do with Jesus’s teachings from today’s gospel. 
One option is to take a very hard line and say that having any money whatsoever will keep you from 
being in right relationship with God. In the Middle Ages, a group called the Franciscans thought 
they could live a more godly life by having no wealth or possessions at all. It proved, as you can 
imagine, logistically difficult.1 When taken to its extreme this kind of thinking falsely suggests that 
suffering brings you closer to God and foolishly glamourizes poverty. 
 The other option, the one we do more often, is to take Jesus’s words and spiritualize them. 
When Jesus talks about money, he’s not really talking about money. He’s talking about whatever you 
hold on to tightest. Maybe that’s pride or envy or anger. So when Jesus talks about giving up all your 
money, don’t worry about it. Just give up some of your self-righteousness and we’ll call it even. 
 But let’s keep our eye on the ball. What is it about money, in particular, that makes it so 
difficult to enter into the kingdom of God? The problem, of course, isn’t money itself but the way 
we use it and the effect that use has on us. The most spiritually destructive way we use money is to 
form our identities. Start using wealth to determine your value, there’s no end to it. There is always 
another Jones family to keep up with. Always a town down the street where the really rich people 
are. So focused on what we don’t have, we ignore what we do have. That kind of bourgeois striving 
is lethal to our sense of gratitude 

Or we use wealth to signal something about ourselves to other people. That we are people 
with some power or authority or influence. That we are supposed to be admired or, at the very least, 
respected. Notice that the rich man in this story never tells Jesus that he’s rich. Jesus knows he’s rich 
just be looking at him.  
 Or we use wealth to make the world frictionless. Get enough money and you can curate 
your own community full of people just like you. Insulated from any inconvenient social ills. Not 
only do you not have to experience poverty or hunger. You don’t have to see their effects and, even 
better, you don’t even have to think about them. When misused, wealth robs us of gratitude, gives 
us an inflated sense of superiority, and insulates us from other people’s needs. No wonder it’s so 
hard to possess great amounts of wealth and enter the kingdom of God. 

So Jesus and this ostentatiously rich man have a little back and forth about what he has to do 
to enter into the kingdom of God. And the man says that he has kept all the commandments, has 

                                                           
1 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton University Press, 2010), 46. 
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never flagrantly mistreated other people. He’s what we would call a good guy. And yet, Jesus tells the 
man that he lacks one thing. So what is the thing? What’s the thing he needs to enter the kingdom of 
God? Jesus, as usual, doesn’t tell us what the thing is. So we need to unpack it a little.  
 Notice that Jesus doesn’t just say that the man should sell his positions. If the problem was 
just wealth itself, that the wealth made some kind of barrier between you and God, the easy answer 
would be to just get rid of it. Pass it on to your nephew or put it in a blind trust. But the problem of 
wealth isn’t just negative. It isn’t just that it keeps you from being in right relationship with God.  
 Notice that there’s a positive statement here, too. Which is “give the money to the poor.” 
Give it to the very people who Jesus is ministering to. Now why does Jesus add that? Because it is in 
the giving, it is in the relationship that emerges from that giving, it is in those places where two or 
three are gathered, that the kingdom of God emerges. 
 Sometimes we forget that. We miss that giving is always in service of building relationships. 
Too often our cultural shorthand for talking about wealth in terms of percentages, the 99%, the 1%, 
the 47%, makes its way into our conversations about mission. Our conversations about generosity 
often reference tithing, or giving ten percent of your income away to the church and/or charitable 
causes. But the scriptural basis for tithing is dodgy at best. And the ten percent number is somewhat 
arbitrary. And yet the real problem is that frames the conversation around money in exactly the 
wrong way. That as long as I give x percent of my money away, I can do whatever I want with the 
rest of it. It says that there’s a part of my life that’s meant for God’s purposes for creation. And then 
there’s a part of it that’s over here for me. In other words, the problem isn’t that the ten percent 
number is too high. It’s that it’s way too low.  
 Imagine if the rich man asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” And Jesus 
answered, “Give away ten percent of your pre-tax income.” It’s ludicrous. And yet how many of our 
conversations about money basically operate that way. They focus on the minimum percentage we 
are willing to give rather than the lives of the people it is going to. We focus on how much money 
we want to, here’s the magic phrase, “give away.” Even when we talk about generosity, it’s often 
defined in terms of money’s relationship with us. 
 So Jesus’s words are even harsher than we think. It’s not just hard for those with wealth to 
enter the kingdom of God. It’s actually possible to give away entire fortunes without entering into 
the kingdom of God. Because if the generosity is only transferring money to someone else’s 
account, if it’s only to hit that magic ten percent, then it’s missing the point. 
 And what’s the point? What is the thing that Jesus said this man was missing? See, we often 
get so worried thinking about whether we could fit through the eye of the needle that we miss the 
kicker: “Follow me.” Follow me, Jesus says, out from this place and encounter the people your 
wealth is serving. They need to be seen. They need to be encountered. They need to be recognized. 
And that’s where that missing thing emerges. That’s the gift. Having our ways of perceiving the 
world opened to the presence of God in the other. When we follow Jesus to encounter one another, 
we’re always given something. We’re given a new glimpse into the eyes of God through one another. 

Once a month, I go to meetings of the Love Fund at the Reformed Church. And we sit 
around a table, about eight or nine of us, and we vote on how to provide assistance to local families 
in need. And so most of the meeting is looking at medical expenses and electric bills and school fees. 
And since it’s as anonymous as possible, every client has a code. So even I don’t know who these 
people are unless I do their intake interview. They Jane Smith is 95S2015. And so the Love Fund 
may sound like this emotionally affecting enterprise, but the actual work feels like solving a big math 
problem.  
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But sometimes after a meeting we’ll pass around thank you notes. Most are written on pastel 
cards with vaguely religious sayings on them. Many have one or two extra pages of loose leaf paper 
stuffed inside. And as I read them, I can’t help but wonder why people write them. The cynic would 
say it’s so we’ll give them more money in the future. But almost none of them ask for more. The 
traditionalist would say it’s just a social convention. But then why are the letters so long?  

Mark’s Jesus could probably tell us. They write them because they want to be known. To be 
recognized. To be accompanied. To not simply be a recipient, but to be a person. And there it is. 
The gift. The gift that Christ offered the rich man and all of us. The gift of truly knowing others the 
way Christ knows us. Of encountering them the way Christ encounters us. Of accompanying them 
the way Christ accompanies us. Not merely as givers or beneficiaries. Not merely as makers and 
takers. Not merely as the 99% or the 1%. But as neighbors in the kingdom of God, where the first 
shall be last and the last shall be first. But all shall be known.  
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


