
Release: Holding On, Held Back

Matthew 19:16-26

One of the things that has struck me in moving here is how few of the people meet are from here. There 
isn’t anything inherently weird about that, I guess – we live in a very mobile society now, a lot of people tend to 
move from places that are crowded and developed to places that are less crowded and more beautiful if they 
can, so I guess it’s understandable that a people would make their way to a beautiful place like this. 

What struck me most, though was how many of you all are displaced Midwesterners like I am.  Kansas, 
Oklahoma, Indiana, Missouri, Illinois, Ohioans like me.  If I’m not mistaken well over half of the people I’ve 
met so far are, by some definition, Midwesterners.  I think that’s one of the reasons I’ve found something so 
weirdly familiar about the place – it’s full of people like the ones I grew up with.  

I thought of that because when I contemplated preaching on this passage it forced me to face one of the 
old “saws”, old maxims, old phrases I grew up with.  Let’s see if it’s familiar to anyone else:  What are the three 
things you never talk about in polite company? What are the topics you never talk about with people you don’t 
know VERY well, and even then only raise them very delicately?  Politics, Religion, and Money.

Don’t get me wrong, I get the wisdom of that.  Especially nowadays.  We live in a pretty tense and 
hostile time, and there aren’t many topics that can start an argument faster than politics.  And religion -well – 
the sad truth is for a lot of people it has become so linked to politics that you can’t talk about one without 
talking about the other.

And money. Well – that’s just awkward. It’s personal. I’ve talked about this with other pastors before: 
we end up talking to people about a lot of very person things – religious beliefs, health concerns, grief, death, 
family problems, you name it.  But for most of us the thing we are most uncomfortable talking about is money. 
Church budget time is awkward, especially because at most churches our salaries are spelled out, right there in 
black and white as part of the church’s expenses. There is an ongoing discussion amongst pastors about whether 
it is healthy to know how much individual parishioners give. It’s something that most of us aren’t comfortable 
with. It’s an idea that most of our parishioners aren’t comfortable with either.

Yet at the same time our culture is sort of obsessed with money.  I came of age in the “go-go” 80’s when 
“Livestyles of the Rich and Famous” was a major television show and every newscast seemed to focus on the 
state of the stock market and the latest technology “boom”. It’s a paradox really: money talk is everywhere, but 
talking to an individual about their own money is seen as rude or nosy. That’s probably why passages like our 
gospel reading for today are so often avoided.

This story – the story of Jesus and the rich young man, or rich young ruler – is one that is repeated in 
three of the four gospels – Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  Now in most cases when a story is repeated like that it 
tends to get preached on a lot. One of my old seminary professors used to say that is the way it should be: “If it 
is repeated, it must be important”, he’d say.  But the lectionary, the three-year cycle of texts that is often used to 
plan worship, only includes this story when it comes up in Mark – we usually pass it by in Matthew and Luke. 

And even when we do preach it, we usually find a way to “dodge” it, shift its focus, make it less 
uncomfortable. We do that in all kinds of different ways. One that I learned growing up that Jesus wasn’t really 
saying that a rich man entering the kingdom wasn’t as hard as a real camel going through the eye of a needle. 
My Sunday school teacher, it turns out, had found an old commentary which suggested that there was an old, 
low gate in Jerusalem that a camel could fit through if it was unloaded and encouraged to almost scoot through 
on its knees. It turns out there was a gate like that, but it was built long after Jesus’ time, so that isn’t what he 
was talking about.

I read a commentary recently written by Sarah Hinckley Wilson that laid out several other ways she has 
seen this passage “managed”, interpreted in ways that make it more comfortable to preach on:

 The rich young man didn’t actually keep the law, so that business about giving up his possessions was 
just a way of calling his bluff.



 Nobody can actually keep the law, hence nobody can give up everything, either; it’s just a rhetorical 
device to call our bluff, and once we grasp that, we’re off the hook.

 Giving up everything was a command to this particular rich young man, but only to him. It makes no 
claim on anyone else, being but an object lesson on acquisitiveness.

 It was a real command, but it applies only to the rich. All of us can think of someone richer, so by 
contrast we don’t qualify.

 Then again, we can also think just the opposite: everyone is rich (presumably because even the poor can 
think of someone poorer), so we’re no more doomed that anyone else. Luckily, Jesus gives us the 
ultimate divine out: we can’t do it, but God can. Whew. Off to the mall.

But at the end of the day we’re stuck with this passage just as it is, and just as we are. 

But before we despair completely, let’s take a look at this whole story a little more carefully…

“Good teacher – what must I do to have eternal life?”  When we hear this question – we might be 
tempted to hear him asking – “How do I avoid going to hell?”, or “How do I get to heaven?”  But that’s not 
necessarily what is going on at all.  Remember, in Jesus’ time what happened to someone after they died was a 
matter of great debate.  The majority of the people of the time didn’t believe much of anything about an 
“afterlife” as we understand it.  A minority believed in resurrection – that God would raise the dead to new life 
– but “heaven” as we understand it was more a gentile concept than a Jewish one at that time.  

The Kingdom of God that Jesus was proclaiming wasn’t just life with God after death – it was life with 
God – full stop – in the here and now and for all time.  So what the young man was asking Jesus was more like 
“How do I gain life with God? How do I find God – know God’s presence directly in my life?” It’s like he’s 
missing something, and he knows it, but he just can’t quite figure out what it is.  

Jesus starts with the basics “Well, you know the commandments”.  He even lays out some specific ones: 
“Don’t commit murder. Don’t commit adultery. Don’t steal. Don’t give false testimony. Honor your father and 
mother, and love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  That last one, by the way, you’ll note isn’t one of the 
“big 10”, it’s from Leviticus, but the young man knows it, and says that he obeys them all. But then he asks a 
strange question – “What am I still missing?”

I say that is a strange question because, well, it is. If we take this young man at face value, he has it all. 
He is obeying God’s law, following God as best he, or anyone of his time knows how. But he still knows he is 
missing something – he can feel it.

Jesus knows it to, which is why he responds in a way that may sound strange at first: “If you want to be 
complete”, he says, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor. Then you will have treasure in heaven. 
And come follow me.” And the young man walks away, sad.

What is going on here? How can this young man, who has all the material wealthy he needs, who is 
doing it all, obeying all the rules, according to the religious traditions of his time, how is it that he still lacks 
anything? That’s why the disciples are so shocked by this, mind you: this young man is the definition of success 
in the ancient world – he is the kind of man people would point to as an example of what a life blessed by God 
looks like. But he knows he is missing something.

And what is he missing, what is he lacking?  Connection.  Attention to others. That’s what Jesus is 
inviting him to do – to connect, to come and follow, to be a part of his community.  And that is what makes him 
sad, because he realizes he can’t. He is too connected to his family ties, his estate, his duties and 
responsibilities. 



It’s a truth we tend to ignore, I think, about money and the things that come with it: they own us as much 
as we own them. If you want to get in touch with that in a direct and visceral way, I suggest you do what my 
family and I just did: move. It’s possible I’m alone in this, but every time I move, I go through this incredible 
conflict about the things that I own. 

On one hand I have this urge to just get rid of it all – all the stuff, all the books I’ll probably never read 
again, the music I barely listen to, the clothes, the extra dishes – you know – just all the stuff.  But at the same 
time I’m confronted by the fear: but what if I need it? What if I want it? What if there is a moment when that 
particular object will contribute to my welfare or happiness?

So I put it in a box. And I make sure that when I buy a house it will have space enough to store it and 
keep it safe. And in the process I let my “stuff” determine where and how I will live. I let myself be convinced 
that my security in the world, my future happiness, depends on it.  And that is when my stuff becomes less a 
collection of things that I own and more of a collection of things that own me, that I allow to define me.

That’s what I suspect has happened to this young man. His wealth, his property, and the status is gives 
him has become so much a part of his sense of his own identity that he can’t give it up. But at the same time it is 
also become a barrier that separates him from others.

You notice that Jesus isn’t just telling him to sell everything he owns – it’s not all about his wealth in the 
end. He tells him to sell everything he owns, give the money to the poor, and come and follow. Jesus is inviting 
him into a new relationship with him, but also into a new relationship with others and even, if you think about 
it, with his possessions themselves. He’s inviting him to use his wealth as a bridge, not a barrier.

This is the temptation of wealth – it can lure into a false sense of self-sufficiency. It encourages us to 
make decisions base on our own desires and comforts, that what we own and what we do can be solely justified 
by what works for us. Wealth is, at the end of the day, a form of power, the power to channel resources, to 
influence the behavior of others, to meet needs. The problem is, when we hold onto that power for ourselves, 
well – it’s amazing what we can convince ourselves that we need. And the needs of others – well we might be 
convinced to help meet them – you know – as long as our own needs are met first.  

We don’t have to look very far or very wide to see this dynamic at play in our world. The way in which 
holding on to wealth ends up an insular endeavor. And while we might try to convince ourselves that our wealth 
really isn’t all that great and doesn’t matter, that the well documented tendency of wealth and comfort to make 
humans less compassionate and more selfish will never touch us, that we are really good people, following all 
the rules, Jesus comes along and tells us the truth. Jesus is good at that. Telling us the truth about ourselves.

This is not just a lesson that wealth is inherently bad and that you should give more money to the poor. It 
is a warning that wealth without a commitment to connection, wealth that is used as a barrier to protect us from 
the problems of the world rather than as a tool reach out to help solve them, will pull you away from the 
relationship that Jesus wants for you.  It will pull you away from the God who became flesh for you. 

Wealth that blinds itself to the poverty of others leads to narcissism. Wealth that operates without regard 
to love for others exposes the absence of empathy. Wealth that we cling to, unwilling to take risks, to benefit 
others outside of ourselves, to follow a path not known, not planned out, results in fear. Wealth without 
compassion leads to empty self-preservation and complacency.

The point of this story is not what Jesus asks the young man to give up but in what and in whom Jesus 
asks him to give in. He’s trying to teach him that letting go ends up being a leaning in into God and others. That 
yielding to God will bring him the wholeness he seeks, give him a sense of fulfillment beyond anything that he 
has imagined. 



What he is lacking it not a thing he can hold or a rule that he can follow. What he lacks isn’t even the 
assurance of heaven to come. What he lacks is the connection to others that can give his life new purpose in the 
here and now. 

That’s why, as uncomfortable as it is, we need to talk about money. We need to have practical 
conversations about the money we need to maintain this congregation as a viable presence in this community, 
but we also to acknowledge God’ call to release our money, along with all the other gifts we have been given in 
our lives, for the benefit of a Kingdom that is not ours to manage or control.

Because as Matthew told us earlier in his gospel, where our treasure is, our hearts, our love, will be also. 
The question is, will we cling to our hearts tightly, or will we share them with those who need the gifts that God 
has given us to offer? 

After all, money and love have this in common: We can’t take either with us. We all must give it all 
away. We have no choice. The question of life is when and to whom. 


