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Job 23:1-9, 16-17,Psalm 22:1-15, Hebrews 4:12-16, Mark 10:17-31 




God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen 


A man was sleeping one night in his cabin when suddenly his room filled with light, and God appeared. The Lord told the man he had work for him to do, and showed him a large rock in front of his cabin. The Lord explained that the man was to push against the rock with all his might.
So this the man did, day after day. For many years he toiled all day pushing against the cold, massive surface of the unmoving rock. Often he felt as if his whole day was spent in vain. Since the man was showing discouragement, the evil one decided to enter the picture by placing thoughts into the weary mind. "You have been pushing against that rock for a long time, and it hasn’t moved."

Thus the man had the impression that the task was impossible and he was a failure. He began to think, "I’ll just put in my time, giving just the minimum effort and that will be good enough."

That’s what the weary man planned to do, but decided to make it a matter of prayer and to take his troubled thoughts to the Lord. "Lord," he said, "I have labored long and hard in your service, putting all my strength to do that which you have asked. Yet, after all this time, I have not even budged that rock by half a millimeter. What is wrong? Why am I failing?"

The Lord responded, "My friend, when I asked you to serve Me and you accepted, I told you that your task was to push against the rock with all your strength, which you have done. Never once did I mention to you that I expected you to move it. Your task was to push. And now you come to me with your strength spent, thinking you have failed. But is that so?

Look at yourself. Your arms are strong, your back is muscled, your hands are callused from the constant pressure. Through opposition you have grown much and your abilities now surpass that which you used to have. True, you haven’t moved the rock. But your calling was to be obedient and to push and to exercise your faith and trust in My wisdom. That you have done. Now I, my friend, will move the rock."

Sometimes as people of faith we get so focused on the pushing, on our daily lives, that we forget that it is our Lord who moves the mountains. What God is reminding us in this story is that simple obedience, faith, and connection to God through prayer are important in our journeys. Push is actually an acronym for Pray Until Something Happens. 

So when everything seems to go wrong just PUSH - Pray until something happens. When the job gets you down just PUSH - Pray until something happens.  When people don’t react the way you think they should, just PUSH - Pray until something happens

In today’s gospel from Mark, the disciples and the rich young man are so busy pushing on the rock of wealth that they like the man of the opening story miss the blessing, the line which says, "Jesus, looking at him, loved him." And then the incredibly outrageous, and awesome blessing, "All things are possible with God."

Perhaps for many people but certainly for me, when I hear this gospel that says, "Sell what you own, give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me," there is a stumbling block or rock that I come up against. I have a tendency to translate Jesus’ words into something like: wealthy people have trouble being holy, forgetting the context of the time and place not to mention the scriptural context. 

First of all a little scriptural context. This gospel selection from Mark takes place on the road to Jerusalem. Jesus’ feet are pointed towards Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. This particular gospel passage from Mark comes right after the selection about divorce and the part where Jesus talks about letting children come to him. It is followed by James and John wanting seats of honor; making it seem in this gospel from Mark that Jesus is highlighting behaviors that will not lead to eternal life. 

Secondly, focusing on the cultural context, Jesus’ statement "How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of heaven," is in direct opposition to the wisdom of our Lord’s day.  I wonder if perhaps this statement about wealth is purposely outrageous?  Might it be that Jesus wants to catch his disciples’ attention?  Because in first century Israel, wealth was considered a sign of God’s blessing. Being wealthy was confirmation of being in God’s favor. Perhaps Jesus wants to break through that idea and thus makes a purposely mind-catching statement to the rich young man about giving away all his wealth.

But even though our hearts and minds want to translate Jesus’ words as "sell everything and follow me," is that really what he is saying? I would suggest that Jesus is not saying wealth is always wrong. Jesus is saying that wealth and all the other things such as divorce and self-aggrandizement can be rocks in the road, if we allow them to be an idols or the focus of our lives. If we look at the gospel carefully right before asking the rich young man to give it all up, Jesus gives a partial list of the Ten Commandments, "You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal and so on...." It is interesting that not worshiping idols is omitted from that list. 

I wonder if Jesus is going right to the point so to speak with this young man. He obviously is rich and that is a priority in this young man’s life or he wouldn’t be shocked and grieving and go away from our Lord when asked to give it up. I wonder if Jesus is suggesting that wealth is an idol in this young man’s life and that putting anything between God and our lives is wrong? Perhaps Jesus is suggesting here that it is not wrong to be wealthy, it just makes it more difficult to keep our focus on God. 

This modern day parable might suggest why. It seems that there once was a man who loved gold. Then he inherited a fortune. With joy he relocated his bedroom. He put gold parchment wallpaper up, hung yellow curtains, had a golden colored rug and a yellow bedspread. He even bought some yellow pajamas. But then he got sick and came down with, of all things, yellow jaundice. His wife called the doctor who made a house call and went up to that bedroom for an examination. The doctor stayed up there a long while. When he came down, the wife asked, "How is he?"

"Don’t know," said the doctor, "I couldn’t find him."

That seems to be part of the problem when we are focused on wealth. We forget to look beyond it. In the past when I was sitting in the pews and heard this scripture, I would get so focused on the fact that Tom and I were relatively well off. Then I would panic because that seemed to mean that Jesus was saying that we’d have to give away all of our wealth or face eternal separation from God. We would have to give up everything like the rich young man is asked to do, before we could walk with our Lord. I was so caught up in that panic that I missed the idea that Jesus is commanding with love that whatever gets in the way of our total devotion to him is the everything that we have to give up. 

Because we are all created with a God-sized hole in us that we might try to fill with money or with power or substance abuse when in actuality our turning to God, our pushing or praying until something happens is what will fill that hole. What might be some things that you are using to fill the God-sized hole in you? 

Because once we’ve turned to God and allowed the Holy One to begin to fill our God-sized hole, we can begin to know and understand and hear the next statement which is "All things are possible with God." Jesus is again purposely outrageous here to catch our attention. He offers a mind-sticking image of a camel passing through the eye of a needle. Commentators have tried to soften the impossibility of such a feat by surmising about some actual small, narrow gate through the city walls of Jerusalem that was called a needle gate where an actual camel could squeeze through. Those commentators do a disservice both to Jesus’ creative imagery and challenging theology. Because it seems to me what Jesus is pointing to here is that it is impossible for humans to save ourselves no matter what our financial state. Only through God can the impossible be done. Only through God’s blessing and grace can we belong to the Holy One’s family. Only God can move that giant rock in our path. 

It is possible to accept that blessing of trusting faith. All we need to do is surrender, to accept and trust that God can and will do the impossible. Accepting that blessing of trusting faith is one of those concepts that is easy to say and difficult to do. Because it is very human to expect to be able to move the rocks in our path, if only we would try a little harder. We try everything to move the rock like the man of the opening story, when all God is asking us to do is PUSH or pray until something happens. 

We might ask the question why would God want to do the impossible for us? Jesus gives us a clue when he looks at the rich young man with love. The gospel of John also points us in the right direction in that famous passage quoted so many places, "God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son so that all should believe in him and have eternal life." Why should God do the impossible? Because God loves us.

So the message today is we can only PUSH or pray until something happens. God moves the rocks in our lives. God is responsible for the impossible. The Bible is full of the God of the impossible and God’s people praying until something happens. Did you ever notice that people in the Bible are only asked to do what God has gifted them to do? St. Paul, who wrote much of the New Testament, was gifted to evangelize or bring people to know Jesus. Paul wanders over much of the Mediterranean area in that process, as recorded by the Book of Acts. But Paul leaves the impossible to God. As the Book of Acts and Paul’s epistles or letters to the Corinthians, Romans, Ephesians and Galatians testify, Paul’s life was about using his gifts by praying until something happens by pushing and allowing God to do the impossible.

Sarah and Abraham in the Book of Genesis want a child more than anything. They use their gifts and talents to bring God’s people to the Holy Land and they pray until something happens and Isaac is born when Sarah is 90 and Abraham is 100. The Bible is full of people who pray until something happens or push.

The question today for us is can we welcome God into the God-sized hole in each of us? Are we toiling unsuccessfully pushing against the impossible? Or are we pushing by praying until something happens? Are we using the gifts we have been given to help further God’s kingdom like Paul, like Abraham and Sarah, or have we given up like the rich young man and walked away? The writer of the letter to the Hebrews says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.  Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” So I urge you to PUSH, pray until something happens, because all things are possible with God. 

In the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen
