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It seems to me that if there is any biblical story that captures the dilemma of the age in which we live, it is the story of the man who came to Jesus to ask, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  We miss the point if we think he was asking what he must do to earn entrance into heaven when he dies.  If that were the question, if he were asking what rules he must follow—what laws—Jesus reminded him he already knew the laws.  The man said he had followed those laws since childhood.  If that were the question, the man could have gone away having reassured himself that he had no problem.  He knew the law, he had followed it.  Any worry he might have had about his future should have been put to rest.  End of story.
But the man did not go away reassured, he went away grieving.  He grieved because he was not asking about eternal life in the future—not entirely.  He was asking about abundant life—eternal life in the sense of living in a present filled with God, as well as a sense of confidence about what might happen to him in the future.  Something was missing in this man’s life.  Some kind of connection with something larger than himself; some sense of meaning; some secure center from which he could live with the freedom and assurance that he was right with God and with himself.

This man was not seeking a life of abundance.  He already had that—he was a man of many possessions.  We don’t get all this information from Mark, but we learn from Luke that he was a rich young ruler.  If that’s the case, he had wealth and power and prestige—he was even a good member of the synagogue.  He was a good Jew.  What more did he need?  What more is there to life than all that?

Increasingly, that is the question being asked in our own time by people not unlike ourselves—maybe by people exactly like ourselves.  We are being told daily—by the media, in political speeches, even by preachers—that we are the most affluent society in the world—at the most affluent time in the history of the world.  In truth, the solid middle-class income of a family headed by a college graduate in the United States makes us richer than 95% of people on the planet, and richer than 99.9% of people who ever lived (New York Times Magazine, June 9, 2002, page 88).  
Yet we live with the sense that it is either not enough, or that something might happen to take it all away.  The fluctuations in the stock market in the last few years have sent shivers down the spines of many such people.  I know we don’t necessarily feel affluent; we have been carefully conditioned by our consuming society to compare ourselves always with those who have more than we, not those who have less.  We spend more time shopping than any culture on earth, and increasingly we don’t have to travel anywhere to do it.  Besides the internet, most of us receive so many catalogues in our daily mail that the landfills must be clogged with them.  And they are printed on slick paper, too, not easily recycled.  Why, when we have so much, are we so fearful about our status in the world?
Old Testament scholar Walt Brueggemann writes about the “liturgy of abundance and the myth of scarcity.”  He reminds us of the huge generosity of the Creator who created a world filled with everything we need, a fruitful world in which every living thing is to continue to multiply, “the overflowing goodness that pours from God’s creator spirit.”  In the foundation stories of our faith, Israel celebrates the goodness, the utter reliability of God’s generosity to us.  We are given stories of oil which flows until the emergency is over; of grain which outlasts any crisis; of bread and quail which feed wanderers in the wilderness; of limited quantities of loaves and fish stretching to feed multitudes with baskets of leftovers.  Yet, our story also tells how fearful Israel could be—how terrified of scarcity.  The people who were fed everyday like clockwork in the wilderness, who were promised that they would be given sufficient bread to tide them over the Sabbath, went out to gather on the Sabbath anyway.  They tried to stockpile the bread, while it rotted and turned wormy in their baskets.  Even then they didn’t stop—they never had enough…never enough…never enough.
Whether we are liberal or conservative, says Brueggemann, we must confess that the central problem of our lives is that we’re torn apart by the conflict between our attraction to the good news of God’s abundance and the power of our belief in scarcity—a belief that makes us greedy, mean and unneighborly.  We spend our lives trying to sort out that ambiguity…The story of abundance says that our lives will end in God, and that this can’t be taken from us.  In the words of St. Paul, neither life nor death nor angels nor principalities nor things—nothing can separate us from God.
What we know about our beginnings and our endings, then, creates a different kind of present tense for us.  We can live according to an ethic whereby we are not driven, controlled, anxious, frantic, or greedy, precisely because we are sufficiently at home and at peace to care about others as we have been cared for.

But if you’re like me, says Brueggemann, while you read the Bible you keep one eye looking over at the (TV) screen to see how the market is doing.

There is great confusion in our time about what “abundance” means.  Whatever we say we believe with our minds, our behavior demonstrates that we think abundance is about gathering up things; it is about having control over a larger and larger sphere of our lives; it is about achieving a certain elusive level of success.  But what too many of us discover is that the more stuff we accumulate the more the questions rise to the surface.  Is this all there is?  Shouldn’t there be more satisfaction, more meaning in our living than this?  Beyond a certain basic level of comfort, isn’t it disappointing how quickly those things we thought we could not live without lose their capacity to make us feel good?  And then, like an addiction, the search continues on to find the next thing we must acquire.

The Quakers call the extra stuff, and the extra busyness, that we accumulate in our lives “cumber.”  It is that which weighs us down, obstructs the living of our lives.  Walk into the church fellowship hall when the annual rummage sale is being set up if you want to see “cumber.”  There is so much stuff it is overwhelming.  But at least that is the result of people un-encumbering themselves—making available to others at nominal prices what they themselves cannot use, and supporting the mission of the church as a by-product.  Think of all those of us who have not done the work of sorting and giving away what we are not using.  I have a room in which is stored all the artifacts from previous homes which I have not been able to let go of:  a breakfast table and chairs from a time when we had a breakfast room; camping gear that I don’t have the time or inclination to use; things that are too valuable to shed but not so valuable to actually use.  I keep promising my spouse and myself that I am going to go in there and give at least half of it away.  But, then there is the garage!
“Cumber” is that which obstructs us from the capacity to be delighted by a gift.  “What would we like for Christmas,” our families ask, and we can’t think of anything within the realm of their purchasing power.  How many books, CD’s, kitchen gadgets and pictures can one small house store?  As a pastor, I saw again and again among our elderly, people who would not move to receive the physical care they needed because they couldn’t bear to be parted from their stuff.  Abundant living is something far different from a life of abundance.
The man who came to Jesus knew that he was lacking something in his life.  He was one who had reevaluated his thinking that material things could provide the kind of meaning for which he longed.  But he was not without understanding that religion needed to be a part of his life; he had obediently followed the law.  He was what most of us would consider to be a good man, a nice guy, in our own time he would be a pillar of the church.  But there was a longing in him; a hunger for something more.  He shared with people of our own affluent age a yearning for a way of life which would have lasting significance.

Jesus understood what it was that the man was seeking.  He knew exactly, because the marks of abundant life were precisely what Jesus had been trying to teach his disciples.  Jesus also knew what was keeping the man from experiencing the quality of life for which he longed.  Contrary to what we might think, it was neither his money nor his possessions.  What was keeping the man from accepting the invitation to abundant life was fear—fear of letting go, fear of giving up that illusion of possessions and power and prestige, and fear of moving on in trust that God’s grace would keep him afloat.  The man who came to Jesus had bought into the myth of scarcity.  He could not bring himself to risk relying on God, so he could not give up clinging to what he owned long enough to experience the joy of living in the freedom of the liturgy of abundance.
It is in taking the risk of letting go that we discover what will hold us up.  Craig Dykstra, of the Lilly Endowment, tells a parable.  He remembers that when he was a seminary student, he needed to have a part-time job to cover his expenses, so he agreed to work at the YMCA teaching 4-year olds to swim.  Though he was a competent swimmer himself, he didn’t know how to teach swimming.  So o the first day he stood in the shallow end of the pool as several shivering 4-year olds stood on the edge wrapped in their towels.  He quickly realized that getting them all into the pool at the same time was a recipe for disaster, so he tried taking one child into his arms and wading out until the water came up to his waist.  Meanwhile the child was clinging to his neck with a vice-like grip.  When they finally reached the slightly deeper water, he tried bending his knees to immerse his upper-body—along with the child—in order to let the child become familiar with the water.  Little by little, while bending his knees, he moved the child further out from his own body until he was holding the child at arm’s length—encouraging the child to move his arms and legs in the water.  Eventually he was able to get the child to lie on his back with Craig’s arms under him and begin to experience the buoyancy of the water.  Quickly the child discovered that when he tensed up and became afraid, he would sink; when he relaxed and let go, he would float.  The buoyancy of the water would bear him up.  In such a manner, Craig suggests, we learn to trust the buoyancy of God’s grace.
Jesus understood perfectly what was keeping the man who came to him asking to experience abundant life from experiencing it.  He was still unable to stop relying on his wealth to keep him safe.  He could not trust in the buoyancy of God’s grace.  Jesus understood—and Jesus loved him.  Jesus’ heart was bursting for wanting this fine young man to have the experience he craved, to know the life for which he yearned.  Jesus was not standing there judging him as a coward, thinking him a failure, condemning him for his lack of trust.  Jesus knew he could not give the man the gift of total security in the water until he was willing to let go of the side of the pool.  
What do we say to a child who is afraid to trust himself in the water?  We say, “let go—we’ll be here to catch you—we will not let you sink.”  But first we say, “let go.”  That is why Jesus told the man to sell what he owned and give it to the poor.  It was because he could not have what he really wanted while he was stilling holding on.  And then he said, “you will have treasure in heaven…come and follow me.”  I will be here to catch you.  I will not let you sink.

All those of us who have learned to swim know that letting go of the side of the pool—or the flotation device—or the person who has taken us out into the water—completely counter-intuitive.  I have always wanted to skydive.  What could possibly be so counter-intuitive as jumping out of an airplane?  When I learned to ski, my tendency was to lean into the hill, but to carve turns I had to lean out.  No matter how frightening it may seem the first time to do any of these things, somehow we have made ourselves do some of them long enough to learn that we can do them and survive—and not only survive but thrive.  We have discovered that we can know a kind of freedom that we have never known before, and a kind of joy we have not experienced.  What would we have missed if we hadn’t been willing to try?
But do you know, this man who came to Jesus just couldn’t do it?  He is the only person in the gospels who asked Jesus to help him and then rejected the help when it was given.  Some have called this a healing story—Jesus offered him healing from his bondage to stuff, to cumber, and he turned the healing down and went away grieving.  He couldn’t let go of his fear.  The myth of scarcity was too powerful for him to give up.  And do you know, there are many of us who are in danger of doing the same thing?  The ancient prayer of Christendom is “God, make us fully alive.”  God has said, “your prayer is granted:  let go and you will know life so abundant you will wonder what has taken you so long.”  Jesus said, “Truly, I tell you, there is no one who has risked his or her possessions for my sake and for the sake of the good news that will not receive a hundredfold now in this age…and, in the age to come, eternal life.”  Understand that this is not an investment plan in the straight Wall Street model.  This is an investment in a life rich in the values which give quality rather than quantity.

Can we let go—even a little bit—of our wealth, of our possessions so that we might experience the buoyancy of God’s grace?  Perhaps if we try doing it together.  Perhaps if we encourage one another, coach one another, we might be willing to risk discovering the joy of radical generosity.  Perhaps by the time we leave here today we’ll be ready to give it a try!

