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Matthew 6:19-21

Mark 10:17- 31
I want to ask you a question this morning.  If treasure is defined as that which one holds to be of the greatest value, that which is of immeasurable worth, what is it you treasure?  What is it you value most highly, what has a worth – to you – that is beyond compare?  
For just a few minutes I want to try something a little different; and I know this is a dangerous proposition because depending on the hour you went to sleep last evening this exercise might cause you to take a power nap.  But we will risk it, just this once.  Would you begin to focus on this question; what do I treasure?  

Now, if you will, if you feel safe, as best as you can while sitting on a church pew, or listening on line, make your self comfortable and close your eyes.  Take a deep breath; now take one more deep breath.  

For just a moment, think of all of the things for which you are grateful; all the things for which you feel gratitude.  Consider the level of your material satisfaction; consider your health and well being.  Consider your relationships.  Now, if you can, please remain still for just a moment longer and in the calm of this quiet awareness allow images and memories, experiences past and present to come; and then answer this question, what do I treasure?  
Beloved of God, when you are ready slowly and gently open your eyes.  What is it you treasure?  What images and thoughts rose in your mind as you sat in purposeful stillness?  Please hold your treasure in your heart and we will return to it in just a little while.

But let us first consider the text from the Gospel of Mark, a text one of you chose, for it too takes up the issue of treasure.  The rich man who comes to see Jesus, we are told, is a man with many possessions; a man with great treasure.  But as I studied the text it soon became clear the point to be made is not about the man’s riches, it is instead about the position of the riches in the man’s life.  
In Mark’s gospel the rich man comes to Jesus and asks, “What must I do to receive eternal life?”  But Jesus does not answer his question directly.  Instead he first asks about his obedience to the law.  And when the man answers that he has kept the law since his youth Jesus then turns to his treasure.  “Go and sell it all and give it to the poor and when you have done this then come and follow me”, he says.  
However, did you notice, in that entire exchange never once did Jesus say anything specifically about inheriting eternal life?  In fact, when Jesus turns to the disciples to expound on his conversation with the man, he changes the language of the rich man’s question.  Jesus no longer refers to the man’s request to receive eternal life, instead now Jesus speaks of how hard it is for one with riches to enter into the Kingdom.  The rich man comes asking about how he might receive and Jesus begins talking about how one might enter.  
Receiving and entering are two totally different things.  To receive is an action that is passive in nature.  He who gives, not he who receives, is the one who acts with volition.   Oh but to enter, to enter is an act that requires choice, to enter is an action that calls for purpose and will.  The rich man comes to Jesus asking how he might operate in a passive role and receive but, Jesus – ever ready to ask those who follow him to engage in ways that are anything but passive – Jesus changes the direction of the conversation for all.  
As I hear the Savior speak about entering instead of receiving an image comes to mind for me.  It is an image that I always associate with entering the Kingdom.  It’s an image that fits for me what Jesus says in the Gospel of John.  For when I think of entering the Kingdom I think of Jesus saying, “In my Father's house are many mansions . . .  .  I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there you may be also.”
  
When I think about entering the Kingdom of God I imagine standing before the wide double doors of a mansion and I imagine reaching out with both of my hands and throwing open those doors as, in joy, I prepare to enter in.  And in my mind’s eye I know that the only way I can reach out for those doors is with hands that are free, hands that are empty.  For if my hands are burdened, if my hands are full; then I will not be able to open the doors of God’s Kingdom.  

And beloved of God, that’s one way to imagine the plight of the rich man who meets Jesus in the pages of Mark’s gospel.  He has come to Jesus.  He has asked how he might receive eternal life.  Jesus, the text tells us, looks at him with love in his eyes, love
 because here is one who has come seeking.  He looks at him with love and says; if you want what you have asked for then you must first go and empty your hands.  
Jesus knew that this beloved son of Abraham had come with hands that were full of possessions, full of earthly things; full of things that gave him status, gave him security, that made his life very good.  He had come to Jesus seeking for what Christ alone could give; but so full were his hands that there was no way for the Savior to take hold of his hand. 

His riches, in and of themselves, were not the problem.  Jesus had encountered people with riches before and he had not asked them to divest.  Zaccheus,
 whom Jesus met in a Sycamore tree, had wealth but he was not asked to divest before the Savior dined with him.  The women in Luke,
 who out of their wealth took care of Jesus, were not asked to divest.  Joseph of Arimathaea,
 in whose borrowed tomb Jesus was laid, was a man of wealth and his wealth benefited Jesus’ body on that cold Friday afternoon.  No, it was not the issue of the rich man’s wealth that caused Jesus’ concern; instead it was the position of his wealth in his life.  The rich man’s wealth had taken first place and is had filled his heart and his hands so much so there was no room for Jesus to take hold.

But, beloved of God, the man in Mark is not alone.  Many of us come to the Savior in the same way.  We come to Christ full of our gifts, full of our accomplishments, full of our selves, and we look to him like a camel burdened with more than we can carry, we look like a camel trying to squeeze through the eye of a needle.  We come to Jesus so full of who we are or so filled by what we have that there is no room for him to take hold of our lives.  And so we might learn from the man in the Gospel of Mark.
In so many words Jesus tells him, put down what you have in your hands, put down that which is going to pass away in time, put it down, give it away and I will give you riches in heaven, riches that will last.  Put it down and come to me with hands that are empty with room for me to fill you anew.  But the denouement of the story in Mark is already known; the one whom Jesus loved, the one who had come looking for eternal life and salvation, could not empty his hands and he walked away with hands that were full and a heart that was sad. 
And now I must ask you, ask myself, what do you, what do I, treasure?  What do we hold to be of the greatest value?  What do we hold to be of incomparable worth?  What are our hands filled with, what treasure will we not put down?  Is it family or memories, your career or your health?  What do we have filling up our hands so that there is no room for God?  And can we find a way to put it down?
Wait one minute, put down my treasure!  Zina, how can you ask me Zina to put down that which is dearest to me?  This is too hard.  This is too hard.  My brothers and sisters, I understand, I share, your concern.  But before we despair, take heart, I believe our God has made provisions for our treasure, provisions for us to put it down and in a place quite safe.  The Matthew text Laura read, gives us a welcomed understanding of a place where we may store our treasure now and forever.   Jesus said it, and the choir reprised it in song, all of our treasure, all that we may hold dear can be stored in heaven where moth and rust, time and thieves cannot detect it or degrade it.  All of our treasure, all we hold in our hands and in our hearts, may be made safe in a place not made by human hands.  

And how does one store up treasure in heaven?  Well I am so glad you asked.  Think back for a moment on that thing you treasure.  If, for instance, it is your child, you may store up treasures for them in heaven.  You may store up the treasure of your love of God’s word.  You may store up for them images of what it is to live in a house that is filled with God’s love.  You may store up treasure for them as you ask God to guide you as you give them a foundation of hope and wings of wisdom to fly.  If your child is your treasure, store up treasure for them and store them in God, as you commit your way as a parent to God and commend them to God.
If your treasure is your job then store it up in heaven.  Store it up by asking God to take your efforts, take your toil, and use it as a witness for someone who like the man in Mark wants to know more about Jesus.  If your career is your treasure, store up riches as you use it to bring hope into hopeless moments as you bring light into places that are dark.  And if your treasure is your health you may store up riches in heaven as you live and move and have your being; using your strength and vigor to bear another’s burdens, to serve the needs of those who cannot serve themselves, to be a blessing to someone who can give you nothing in return just because you have as your treasure the energy to do so.  

The story of the rich man in Mark teaches us, when we come to Jesus we cannot come piled high with all of the grand and good gifts, the glorious treasure of our lives, for that would make our hands too full.  And the beauty of the words in Matthew tell us we do not have to waste our treasure but we can store it in heaven, store it on high.  
This is what the rich man could not do.  He could not empty his hands.  He could not enter into my image of entering the Kingdom; he could not, with empty hands, swing wide the door and so he walked away sad.  The disciples, as they watched this story unfold were amazed at what they saw.  They look at the man who came to Jesus, the one Jesus loved.  They saw one who was accomplished, they saw one who had everything; yet they heard Jesus say, that he would not enter because, using my metaphor, his hands were too full.  The disciples, in disbelief, responded then who can enter the Kingdom?
And Jesus responds with what gives me hope beyond all hope.  For when on my own, I cannot put down my treasure, when on my own I can only cling to what is in my hands, when I will not give up control of my finances, my children, my marriage, my life; when I continue to wrest it from God’s hands, filling my tiny hands with more than I can carry, when I insist on looking like a camel trying to squeeze through the eye of a needle; my hope is this, that with God, all things are possible.  With God, I can be guided and I can empty my hands.  For the God who loves me, has sent the Son and the Son patiently walks with me, consistently teaches me that I am not in control, persistently tells me that he is the one in whom I may trust, continually reminds me my treasure is safer in heaven than in my hands, and lovingly shows me that as I open my hands he has more good things for me.

What do you treasure?  What do I treasure?  What position does it hold our hands?  If it is more important than our walk with Christ, if it is more important than our life in Christ, then our hands are too full.  But thanks be to God there is a safe place where I may place my treasure, a safe place where it is protected by God.  Thanks be to God there is one who will help me empty my hands.  And then, when our hands are free, we can reach toward the doors of the Kingdom, doors to a life lived for and in the Savior.  Yes God help me empty my hands, trusting you with my treasure, so that I might swing wide the doors, and walk into your Kingdom, now come, on earth as in heaven.  Ah God, that I would be able to this; this would be my heart’s true treasure. 
� John 14:2-3.


� Though time does not provide an opportunity to do so in the discourse of the sermon, it is worth comparing the three synoptic versions of this text; Matthew 19:66ff, Mark 10:17ff and Luke 18:18ff.  It is only in the Markan text that Jesus looks at the man with love.


� See Luke chapter 19.


� Luke 8:3.


� Mathew 27:57.
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