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Sometimes I can be pretty dense. I can’t seem to help it; I try not to be, I try to do 
all the right things, say the right things, be what I am supposed to be do what I am 
supposed to do.  Life is busy and complex. There is a lot going on. I try to pay attention. I 
try to learn. I love to grow. But sometimes I miss the important thing that’s right in front 
of me.  

 Over the past several years, someone I’ve never met has been generously living the 
Good News of Christ right in front of me, in ways that I have benefited from, and I’ve 
missed it.  His story is doggedly told by a friend of mine who is deeply grateful and while 
I’ve heard it many times, it took a while for me to finally see it, hear it and notice it. It was 
an awareness I was lacking. Until now. 

 The story begins when a man named Abner was young and newly married and 
starting out in business. Abner did not come from a home of wealth or privilege. He 
struggled in school. His one love was basketball, and his ability to play basketball got him 
a college scholarship. In his early days in a new job, he took a huge risk in an investment. 
He came home and told his wife if what he was doing didn’t work, they’d be eating ramen 
noodles for the rest of their lives. But the risk paid off. Over time it paid off again. And the 
man who started with nothing found himself with millions and millions of dollars.  

 Abner is also a man of faith. He has a deep abiding love of God and the Episcopal 
Church. He is often frustrated with the problems in the church. He doesn’t like the trend 
of declining attendance or membership, he worries about the health of the church, just 
like many of us. But unlike those who get frustrated and leave the church, Abner has 
decided to stay in the church and use his wealth, which he sees as a gift from God, to help 
where he can.  

 One way he saw he could help was he generously funded what has become a 
national ministry called Living Compass a friend and colleague of mine started, and I used 
to work with. Because my friend was the beneficiary of generosity, he decided this 
ministry would be a further expression of generosity, and so he gives most of his work 
away. Instead of having less, my friend has received more, including 10 million dollars to 
create the retreat center in Chicago I had the privilege of seeing for myself, due to the 
generosity of Abner whose wealth was the source of the scholarship I was awarded.  

 

 



 

 Abner gives without asking for anything in return. He delights in the growth of 
what he has given to, and I recently realized if it weren’t for his generosity, I would not 
have had the opportunities I have had to grow and to discover ways to help myself and 
others learn how to live our faith, not just talk about faith, and grow into the people God 
is calling us to be. 

 Abner is not alone.  Sister Joan Chittister tells about a woman at a conference they 
attended several years ago who gave her credit card to another woman who couldn’t 
afford the internet so she could have email and stay in contact with the people from the 
conference.  

 Maybe we all know someone who excels in giving, who sees whatever they have 
been given whether it is money or time or talent as a way of loving God and loving 
people.  And when that person is quietly humble about their act, it is all too easy for 
people like me to miss the obvious. 

 Maybe that is what was going on in the encounter we saw in our Gospel today 
between Jesus and the rich man.  This is another reading that might make some of us 
uncomfortable. Jesus didn’t seem very nice today, telling the rich man to sell everything 
he has just so he can give it away. It might be tempting to think Jesus didn’t like wealthy 
people very much.  But I am not sure today’s Gospel is about Jesus singling out and 
condemning wealthy people. Instead, I wonder if Jesus was showing love to someone 
who could be as dense as I can be sometimes. 

 If we look a little closer at today’s Gospel reading, we see a man asking Jesus about 
what he has to do to be a part of God’s Kingdom. That is what the term “inherit eternal 
life” meant for the Jewish people in Jesus’ day. That was not necessarily a term describing 
a heavenly place far, far away. It was a term of hopeful expectation of the time when God 
would be the ruler of this world, when things would finally work the way God intended 
them to. This man seems to have wanted to be a part of that, perhaps because that is 
what he believed. So, like many Christians I know, he asked how he can live what he 
believes. 

 Jesus’ answer sounds a lot like the 10 Commandments, doesn’t it? You shall not 
murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, no bearing false witness, don’t 
defraud, honor your father and mother. But wait, there’s only 6. Did Jesus forget a few? 
What about coveting? What about taking God’s name in vein? What about graven 
images, otherwise known as idolatry? Why would Jesus leave them out? 

 

 



 

 Maybe because Jesus wasn’t really done yet. After the man said he’s been real 
good with the commandments Jesus did mention, Jesus looked at him, and loved him. 
And that is something we cannot miss today. Even though it would be so very easy to do. 
Jesus wasn’t scolding this man. He wasn’t patronizing or talking down to him. Jesus 
noticed this man, and he loved him. He loved him as he was, in that moment.  

 Then Jesus pointed out this man had missed something. He was trying to love God 
with his whole self, and he was trying to love his neighbor as himself. But there was work 
he needed to do, something was getting in the way of his relationship with God. It sounds 
like, from Jesus answer, it was his relationship with his stuff that was getting in the way, 
insulating him or prohibiting him from growing closer to God and others. When Jesus said 
told the man to sell everything he had, give the money to the poor and follow him he was 
pointing out those commandments the man had missed: the ones about worshiping or 
loving something more than God, which is one way to define idolatry.  

 The people like Abner and the woman in the conference are wealthy people who 
use their resources to grow closer to God and others instead of insulating themselves 
from God or the problems of the world. That is what I missed; which is troublesome 
because there are plenty of things besides money that can be used to insulate us from 
God and from what is going on in the world. 

 Busyness comes to mind as an example. We can be much too busy doing whatever 
it is we are doing to notice what is going on. Our busyness can sometimes be a way to 
insulate us from problems or concerns. It can also insulate us from relationships, even 
our relationship with God. Evangelical writer and preacher Rob Bell has called busyness 
our new idol; because it is something we can use to make ourselves feel important and 
use to justify ignoring relationships, people, or problems. When we are busy, it can be 
easy to miss some things that are right in front of us, even if they are important things.  

I read an article this week about the pattern the people have shown who 
committed the terrible and terrifying crime of shooting innocent people in schools. The 
article said all these people had something in common: they had all indicated to more 
than one someone that they were planning something horrific; sometimes the police had 
even been notified. But no one went far enough to investigate, because even when 
warned, they missed something important.  I am not trying to blame anyone, I am saying 
it is just so easy to miss important signs because of things like busyness, and to suggest 
that perhaps such terrible crimes might have been prevented if someone had noticed the 
shooters cries for help. 

 

 



When Jesus showed the man who came to him what he was missing, it really was 
an act of love. Love that might not have felt good in that moment, but were the words 
the man had asked for. He wanted to know what was missing. We heard it grieved him to 
learn what was missing. And I can understand that. But grief doesn’t have to mean an 
end to something, grief can be the beginning of a process. I felt pretty disappointed in 
myself when I realized I had been missing something in my own journey. I had been so 
excited by the opportunities I had been offered, and was so eager to learn and grow that I 
missed the simple act of generosity that provided that life-giving opportunity for me.  

Yet I am grateful for the friend who keeps telling the story that I finally heard. And I 
am grateful I finally noticed what I was missing: the opportunity to say thank you. Not 
just with how I live, but by actually saying thank you to someone I’ve never met. 

 Which gives me great hope for the man in our Gospel and for all of us, and 
gives me great appreciation for those courageous enough to speak words of love even 
when they are hard to hear. It really is never too late to ask the question of what we as 
individuals and we even as a parish can do to help make God’s Kingdom present right 
here and right now.  Even if we’ve been too busy, or distracted, or unsure, Jesus loves us. 
Jesus loves us right now. Just as we are. Sad. Happy. Tired. Hopeful. Discouraged. 
Troubled. Overwhelmed. Busy. Worried. Carefree. However we are. Jesus loves us and 
Jesus believes we can see what we might be missing, and love him back.  

Maybe reflecting on how we are doing loving God and our neighbors and ourselves 
this week is a good way to notice what we might be missing. We can reflect on what we 
are doing well, and what we might do better; not as a way to put ourselves down, or feel 
discouraged, but instead to help name what might be missing, what might be getting in 
our way of seeing Christ so that we can decide what we might want to change, and then 
begin the work of growing closer to God, and each other, and bringing God’s Kingdom 
into our present moment. If it sounds hard, or impossible, we can take encouragement 
that what we deem impossible is for God, possible because of the love of God in Christ. 


