GOD IS MY WEALTH: THE REWARD OF DETACHMENT
The reward of renunciation of material wealth is spelt out in Mark’s gospel (Mk 10:17-30).

The Scriptures are in two minds about riches. Wealth is a blessing but also a trap. Sirach (Ecclesiasticus 31:1-11) asks: who is the rich man who is found to be blameless? The wise man of Proverbs prays: “Give me neither poverty nor riches, grant me only my share of bread to eat” (Prov 30:8f.). St Paul understands that being content with our daily bread is knowing how to adapt: He tells the Philippians, “I have learnt to manage on whatever I have, I know how to be poor and I know how to be rich too” (Phil 4:12).

Mark’s gospel challenges our attitude to possessions, whether we have many or few. Depending on our attitude, what we possess is an obstacle or a help in our following Jesus.

We join Jesus setting out on a journey. The roving preacher can’t take much with him. He meets a rich man who is concerned about what he must do to reach God. Jesus advises him to do God’s will by keeping the commandments. The man honestly says that he has done all that, but he feels that he has to do more.

Jesus sees at once that this man’s great wealth is the obstacle to his reaching God. Jesus warms to him, because he recognizes here a man he would gladly have as a full-time disciple. He invites the man to give up his wealth, to join Jesus’s preaching tour, and to follow him.

But the rich man is tied down by his possessions. He feels it would be too costly to accept the call of Jesus, so Jesus has to proceed without him. But the invitation remains open. The rich man is not rejected. He can always review his situation.

Jesus affirms that the rich man is gravely hindered from entering the kingdom of heaven. He illustrates the danger of riches by a comparison that appears in the text as being farfetched. But, “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle”, could be a mistranslation. In common (koine) Greek, the word for “camel” (kamilos) was almost identical with the word for “rope” (kamelos). Moreover, biblical linguists tell us that the two words were pronounced in the same way. Nevertheless, it is more difficult for “a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven” than for a rope to be threaded through the eye of a needle.

The disciples are shaken by the comparison. They realize that Jesus understands “riches” in a broad sense: longing to be well off, anxious to own lots of things, worried over security, unwilling to share one’s possessions.

Does the kingdom of heaven require that they sell everything they own to buy it? (cf. Mt 13:44f.). Detachment like that is a gift of God. The disciples, aware of having “left everything” but still not entirely detached, ask what they will get in return.

Well then, God is generous. Our capacity to renounce material wealth is the measure of our capacity to have spiritual wealth, to possess the kingdom of God, eternal life in God and with God.

Jesus admits how difficult it is for a rich person to leave everything behind and follow his way of life. In fact, no one, whether rich or poor, can reach God by himself or herself. It involves giving up those things in which we find our security, and this for the benefit of the poor. We must begin by renouncing our self-centredness before we can set out with Jesus to reach God. No one, least of all a rich person, can renounce self without special help from God.

Possessions bring with them security and self-satisfaction. Even a poor man will hold on to anything that can give him a little security. Even a religious who has made a solemn vow of poverty can hold onto something that obstructs the way to God. The following of Jesus involves material insecurity and spending oneself to benefit others.

It’s a miracle of God’s grace when anyone accepts the invitation to follow Jesus. It’s the work of God and his gift, both in his invitation and in a person’s response. No self-exertion or self-denial can make anyone worthy of this calling.

Jesus said something radical to that particular rich man because that is what he needed to hear. He is saying at least this much to all of his followers: “Keep your priorities straight. God is your wealth ultimately. If money or anything else is getting in the way of your reaching God, then get it out of the way. Do whatever is necessary to place God first in your life.”

That’s one way to understand today’s gospel. For many, it may well be the only way to read it. But, if we are going to face the full force of Jesus’ words, we have to admit that it can be taken literally by some whom Jesus calls, for example, religious men and women.
For example, Francis of Assisi gave up everything he had, including his family inheritance. He even stripped himself naked of the clothes his father had provided for him, then he followed Jesus in borrowed clothes. Once he was unburdened of his possessions, his heart was free. He found his security in God’s providence.

I wonder, after hearing this, how many go away sad, because they have possessions, or at least what they have is too dear to them, just to part with it, let alone sell up everything and give the proceeds to the poor? After all, most Christians have serious responsibilities as lay persons and a family to look after. They mustn’t abandon their responsibilities and sell up everything.

What are we to do? Which way should we read the gospel, and which path will lead us to God? Each of us has to answer that for himself or herself. This much is certain, none of us needs to go away sad. If what we possess, or our ambitions, or our certainties, or even our family or friends, are an obstacle in our following Jesus to reach God, then we need great generosity to put them aside. No one is more generous than God, and he can gift us with generosity.

In the Eucharist, we pray for one another and support one another in our following of Jesus. Let each of us pray for the wisdom to discern God’s will in our attitude to possessions, even if we don’t own much. Let us ask for the courage to follow the particular call that Jesus makes to each of us personally.

