P R O P E R 23, October 14, 2018, Year B
• What does it mean to give ‘our all’ to God? And why would we want to do
that? Well, there are two approaches to answering these basic questions. Do
we seek to have our present reasoning justified? Or, do we seek to have our
hearts changed?
• It has become common for people to observe a particular biblical fact. If
you count up the number of verses in the Gospels where Jesus talks about
various matters, you will discover something interesting, and potentially
unsettling. For example, the number of words that Jesus devotes to moneyrelated matters far exceeds his attention to other things. Now, simply
counting up Bible verses can give rise to a deceiving form of reductionism.
And it will focus our attention on limited aspects of Jesus’ message rather
than upon the whole of his expansive vision of God’s Kingdom. But the
‘numerical-comparison point’ still has some force. For it may lead us to a
frank observation. We are more likely to focus our attention on those parts
of Jesus’ teaching with which we are comfortable, than we are on those that
challenge us. And, in 21st century America, most of us rely for our well-wellbeing more on material and financial security than we do on our spiritual
and eternal destiny.
• Consider, by contrast, the life of the early Christian saint, Anthony of Egypt.
His parents had died, leaving him considerable wealth and the care of his
sister. As he was walking to church one day, he was reflecting on the
meaning of Jesus’ words, “Sell all that you have, and give to the poor, ... and
come, follow me.” Arriving at church, he heard the preacher speak about the
same Bible passage. Anthony took this Gospel to heart, believing it applied
directly to him. As a result, he gave away his land to the poor tenants who
lived on it, and sold the rest of his possessions. Then, after arranging for his
sister’s care, Anthony went into the desert to live and pray in extreme
simplicity.

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Proper 23 B 18, October 14, 2018

1!

P R O P E R 23, October 14, 2018, Year B
• Years later, Anthony’s holy example of a life centered on God attracted
followers who gathered around him in desert caves. Among those who
imitated him by selling their belongings, Anthony noticed something odd.
All of them had given up what they owned, and literally had nothing. But
many of them couldn’t stop thinking about what they had given away. They
had parted with their material possessions; yet, they had not let go of them
spiritually!
• Anthony’s story provides a concrete vindication of Jesus’ teaching
concerning the things we consider to be most important and valuable. For
we soon find ourselves justifying our attachment to them. In other words,
‘where our treasure is, there our hearts will be also.”1 Or, from an
Appreciative Inquiry point of view, wherever our attention is focused, there
we will direct our energy. So, let’s ask this: what is most important to us? And
what is most important for us?
• Here, I invite you to look at the copy of Heinrich Hoffman’s painting, which
I’ve included with your worship bulletin. This is one of the most-often
reproduced images of Jesus’ face. It beautifully illustrates Mark’s comment
about how, when the rich young man sought to justify himself, “Jesus loved
him.” And yet, notice how that young man looks away from Jesus’ gaze.
• When Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, we have left everything to follow you,” he
was not speaking lightly, but literally. He and his brother Andrew, as well as
James and John, had left their fathers, their family employment and their
sources of income. Their example provides a huge challenge for every
subsequent follower of the Nazarene Rabbi.
• Here is how this challenge becomes actual for us. It is all too easy to bypass
the power of Peter’s witness, and the disciples’ example, by making it into a
convenient either/or. Either we literally give up everything, as Peter and
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Anthony did, and as monks and nuns still do. Or, we consider how much
latitude we have to excuse ourselves from the power of their example, and
from Jesus’ teaching.
• Yes, ultimately, the Christian life —the lived Christian embrace of our
common Baptismal vocation— is always an either/or. In principle, either we
are for Jesus and his embodied vision of God’s Kingdom. Or, we are against
it — even if we choose to be agnostic about the question. But —and this is
crucial— in practice, we are always somewhere between. Unlike Anthony or
St. Francis, most of us are somewhere between… between literally giving up
everything for the sake of Jesus and God’s Kingdom, and just giving up one
thing… or giving up a few things, for his sake, and for God’s mission. So
then, how much do we give up, and why?
• So, the question is never about whether we will be willing to give up what
we have. The question will always center on to what extent we will offer and
give of what we have. And an absolutely key component of asking and then
answering this question, is a further one ~ ‘to what extent do we see what
we have as being something we have received?’ Or, to invert it, ‘to what
extent do we see what we have as coming from what we have done, from
what we have made, and from what we have earned through our efforts and
hard work?’
• Spiritually, this is another both-and. As people made in the image and
likeness of God, we have been created to be stewards with God of Creation.
Every gift and skill we were born with, and which we have developed
through initiative and personal application, started with grace, with Godenabled endowment. And so, every attainment we can point to, every
achievement we can be proud of, and all the material benefits we have
received from the same, are —in the end— attributable to divine grace. For,

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Proper 23 B 18, October 14, 2018

3
!

P R O P E R 23, October 14, 2018, Year B
we are not our own. We are created beings. And what we have then made of
ourselves, and of our gifts, has been grace-enabled.
• Given all this, Martha and I remain committed to the spiritual practice of
tithing as a way of demonstrating our gratitude for God’s goodness to us.
That is, with joyful thanks, we return to God, through the Church, a biblical
proportion of our income.
• This autumn, our Vestry and Finance Team invite all of us to do the same. We
realize that it may be difficult for some of us suddenly to embrace the tithe,
which is The Episcopal Church’s standard for giving. But every one of us has
the opportunity to increase our giving commitment to God, through Grace
Church. We can do this by offering more than we have given this past year.
This is the most spiritually helpful way, and also the most practical one, to
respond to the central question our Gospel raises today: What does it mean
to give ‘our all’ to God? And why would we want this to be a guiding
principle for our lives?
• We are all involved in journeys of spiritual growth if we are intentional about
our lives and our common Baptismal vocation. What this means is
something so much more encompassing and life-changing than a code of
rules we might live by. This is all about who and what we love. It is all about
who and what we are willing to live and die for. This is what the disciples
came to realize. And this is what the Church has always stood for.
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Heinrich Hoffman, Christ and the Rich Young Ruler
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Mark 10:17-31
As Jesus was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him,
“Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him, “Why do you call
me good? No one is good but God alone. You know the commandments: ‘You shall not
murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness;
You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.’” He said to him, “Teacher, I have
kept all these since my youth.” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one
thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven; then come, follow me.” When he heard this, he was shocked and went away
grieving, for he had many possessions.
Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for those who have
wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” And the disciples were perplexed at these words. But
Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is 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.” They were greatly astounded and said to one another, “Then who can be
saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for
God all things are possible.”
Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed you.” Jesus said,
“Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father
or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a
hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields
with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life. But many who are first will be last,
and the last will be first.”

Notes:
See Matthew 6:21 and Luke 12:34 {translation altered from second person plural to first person
plural}.
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