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There is a popular television show that is celebrating its 10th anniversary this year.
The name of the show is Shark Tank. The premise is rather simple. In every episode, a
group of 5 Billionaires listen to a pitch from inventors, business entrepreneurs, and others
who come to them requesting funding for their new ventures. If the sharks are interested
in the product and the company, they negotiate and compete with each other to see who
can get the best deal for the product or company. The whole object of the enterprise is
money, to make the most of it you can by investing the least amount you can. I can’t
stand the show, but I must acknowledge that it is great entertainment. You can see in
every episode exactly how the sharks became billionaires. They have made the pursuit of
money their number one concern and goal. They have learned to count time now in
minutes and hours, but in dollars and cents. Their very existence has one primary purpose
and that is to amass as great a fortune as they can. Now, I don’t mean to be overly judgy.
If truth must be told, there are times I fantasize about having that kind of money and
power. I merely using the sharks here as a sermon illustration.
Mark today tells us a story of a young man who approaches Jesus, as he and the
disciples are “on their way” to Jerusalem. The young man asks, "Good Teacher, what
must I do to inherit eternal life?" Let us reflect on that question for a moment. His
question almost makes no sense. It is as though I go to one of the sharks and I asked
them what I could do to inherit all their billions. The question makes no sense on a
number of fronts. Inheritances are no an automatic birth right, or something we work for.
Not even a son has the right to go to his dad and say, “Give me my inheritance”. We see
many cases where some older person dies and leaves everything not to his kids, but to his
new wife, or to a foundation, or even to a library. There is nothing we can do to earn
eternal life, this is a gift that the father bestows on whomever he wishes to bestow.
Nonetheless Jesus replies to the youth man, “You know the commandments...” and
then he proceeds to list them. I can imagine the young man smiling in a self-satisfied
manner. This was going to be easier than he thought. If salvation was a matter of
following a list of items in a checklist, he was on the right path. As a good Pharisee, the
young man was used to attending the festivals, cleansing his hands in the proper way,
atoning for his sins in accordance with the prescribed rituals, even giving the occasional
dollar to the temple treasury. If all he had to do was follow the commandments, then he
had no problem. He was a righteous man as evidenced by his wealth. He was on safe
ground. He eagerly replies, "Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth."

Jesus looks at the young man with love and with compassion. He knows that the
young man had a security blanket he would never be able to abandon. This blanket
provides him comfort, makes him feel blessed by God, and makes him feel proud that he
has arrived. This blanket reminds him daily that he has achieved what others can only
dream of. The blanket gives him status, a name, a respectable position within his
community. This blanket called wealth, makes the young man feel like he is on top of the
world --respected, admired, envied, courted, invited to all the best parties. He is a winner
and people like to be associated with winners. Yet, in spite of all his wealth and security,
there is a hunger in his heart. There is a need for depth and meaning. This is the reason
he comes to Jesus. He knows that this man from Galilee has the answer to his problem.
Jesus tells him, "You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to
the poor ... then come, follow me." With love in his voice Jesus challenges the young
man. He thinks that he has arrived and yet his wealth serves as a barrier that distances
him from God and from his brothers and sisters. His wealth makes him satisfied and
comfortable, but Christ came to earth to care for the hungry, and the poor, and those who
need him. The rich man has no need of Jesus, as long as he continues to clutch to the
safety blanket of his wealth. The only way for this young man to follow Jesus is to
become vulnerable, needy, dependent, and receptive, like a a little child.
The Holy Scripture tells us that the young man, “was shocked and went away
grieving, for he had many possessions.” He went away feeling very sad. The price was
much too high for him to pay. He was not ready to realize how desperate his condition
was. He was not ready to sell all his possessions to come and purchase the great pearl. He
was not ready to loose the reputation and standing wealth provided him.
There is something in me that makes me feel empathy for this young man. After
all, he did have the courage to come to Jesus, the humility to kneel in his presence and
ask his question, and the lifestyle of a religious man who had followed the
commandments since youth. I believe there was a sincere search that brought this young
man to Jesus, and I respect the honesty of his search.
Jesus turns to his disciples and says, "How hard it will be for those who have
wealth to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” By this Jesus doesn't
mean that wealth is in and of itself evil, what can make money, and any other valuable
possession for that matter, a true curse is its capacity to steal our hearts and souls. The
Biblical saying that the love of money is the root of all evil may apply here. This young
man, even though honest in his quest for eternal life, was not looking for a radical
lifestyle change, but rather he was looking for another rule to keep. He wants a simple
formula: pray more, attend church every Sunday, say three “Our Fathers” before going to

bed, etc. He wanted to do something to earn his inheritance. What Jesus offers him,
however, is a complete change of heart, and a radically new lifestyle.
The Biblical record leaves no doubt that this young man loved his money. And
this love ends up being the reason for his ultimate decision to walk away. He walked
away to continue to accumulate shinny new toys, to continue to amass more power and
prestige, to continue to garner the respect and admiration of the people, to continue to be
envied by the poor and admired by the middle class. But, let me finish the story. Let me
tell you the part that the Bible does not tell us. This young man became even more
wealthy, and one day he died! Plain and simple, he died, and we don’t even know his
name. He is just the Rich Fool, or the Young Rich Ruler, or some other equally vague
title. We don’t know his name, we don’t know what happened to his great fortune, we
don’t know who was left behind to enjoy the fruits of his labor. All we know is that he
died and that he didn’t take his shinny toys with him. He could not take with him the
great fortune that caused him to turn away from Christ. His vast holdings were not
sufficient to ensure his salvation. He simply vanished into absolute obscurity. He
fulfilled Jesus’ prophesy that “Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first."
Now, let us build a bridge to today. I think we too have our security blankets. We
too find comfort in our possessions. And many of us enjoy the sense of security that
money brings us. The invitation of Jesus today to become needy and dependent on him
applies as much to us today as it applied to the young man a little over 2000 years ago.
The attitude of self-reliance and self-dependance that comes from wealth can build a wall
of separation between us and God, and between us and our brothers and sisters. In this
sense “to be rich” is different from “to act rich”. To act rich is to act as though we don’t
need God in our lives. But we can be rich and still be as humble as one who realizes that
money is just a tool, a gift God gives us to improve our life and the lives of those around
us. God gives us wealth not to see how powerful we can become, but to see what we
would do with such wealth. We can have our possessions and still place our life at the
service of the Lord. We can act in humility and contribute generously to the care of the
poor, the care of God’s church, and the care of those who depend on us. We can be a
wealthy person and still accept Christ in our heart, welcome him into our life, and have
him cleanse the selfish motivations of our hearts.
Let us pray today that God will give us a generous heart to be responsive to the
needs of the poor in our communities, our state, our country, and our world. Let us ask
God to make us as dependent on his son, as a small child is dependent on his parents. We
ask all of this in Jesus name. Amen!

