Let us pray:

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be inspiring to those who are willing to accept the challenge of walking with you in faith, and comforting to those who live in hope, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.  Amen.
"How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!" It is when such Gospel texts are read that many preachers like to share with the congregation their fishing stories! (  But I don’t fish! In fact, I have yet to learn to appreciate anything fishy! ( So I really have no choice than to accept the Words of Jesus for what they are; bold, offensive, out there, unattainable, radical, destructive of status quo; contrary to the innate human desire to aspire for more and better, and ultimately a complete reversal of our notions of what is good and what is evil.  
12th century Islam is today regarded as the time when Islamic scholarship reached its height. The Islamic scholars of this time with vast minds and liberal perspectives also concluded that Christianity was a great idea, but an extremely impractical one! I love this criticism of our Christian faith.  To me it proves that anytime we seek to make our today in this world the ultimate moment of our being, we lose sight of the Christian message.  
So what is that message? I must admit that I feel that I could perhaps preach every Sunday for a whole year on this text and still feel that I have only just begun my exploration of what it means to be a Christian. I therefore encourage this congregation to not only join the Stewardship Council on Tuesday the 13th for a dinner discussion on one aspect of this message; but also to sign up for an extended discussion of this text and others from our Scriptures under the program, “Food for Mind, Body and Soul” listed today in the noteworthy section of your bulletins.  

See, how can we escape marketing? It is innate! Seeking survival is also innate.  Peter knows that Jesus’ words are not only offensive to the rich man interacting with Jesus at the time but also to all those who may in the future be inspired by Jesus’ healing ministry and therefore may consider joining the club, as it were. In fact, Peter fears that those who have already agreed to follow Jesus may begin to rethink their commitment to him if finding salvation the Jesus’ way is such a huge sacrifice. Peter’s response is out of fear. Peter’s response is also out of his desire to maintain or preserve or institutionalize Jesus’ movement.  He wants to capture and retain. It is no wonder that he is the rock that the institutional Church is built on. 

Jesus, much like the prophets before him, is not about preservation, retention, institutional growth or any such idea that seeks to provide stability to our here and now. Jesus’ message is a call to a journey with God. It is a journey for peace, justice and reconciliation.  It is a mission. It is not the maintenance of an institution.  Bishop Andrew Smith of Connecticut Diocese shared at Calvary’s vestry retreat this year how he was inspired by a fellow Bishop’s slogan, “Mission not maintenance”!  According to Bishop Smith that diocese was thriving.  
I come from a household where church was never viewed as an institution.  It was a movement. It was a movement of people seeking to turn around the norms of the world. I remember how my dad partitioned this beautiful gothic structure Cathedral right in the middle and used the west side as a day care school space for children from slum areas.  It deeply offended the elite of the Cathedral but that was okay, because Jesus’ message is offensive to those who wish to maintain and not join Jesus’ mission. 
Today when I read Amos I thank God for my Dad’s decision to be offensive to some so that many others could at least begin their journey of finding justice; the journey that Jesus invites all of us to join.  It is surprisingly not a journey unique to Jesus’ message. What Jesus taught was in no way form and shape different from what Moses taught or what the prophets prophesied.  The difference with Jesus is that Jesus actually lived what he and others taught.  And that is all what Jesus was asking the rich man to do.
Yes, I know Jesus was not very pastoral.  In fact I have often wondered if he could pass a pastoral care course today. He hardly ever seems to affirm anyone of any stature. He is offensive to the rich, the tax collectors, the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Samaritans, his own Jewish brothers and sisters, and as we read today even his own followers!  I know what you are thinking, he was good to the poor and downtrodden?  Well, the reality is that while he healed the sick, the lame and the blind, he also told them that they followed him around not because they believed in his message but that they liked the fact that he fed them!      

Yes I know, for some of you I am taking the point a bit too far. I would argue that I am not.  I would argue that today in our churches we are finding it increasingly difficult to accept the words of the Scriptures because of the way we entertain the concept of pastoral care.  We today in our churches live with fear. We clergy especially cannot share the Word of God truthfully because we fear that our doing so will offend people and will result in people leaving our congregations.  We live with the fear that if we actually preached the Word and therefore invited people to live the faith of Christ, they may first demand the same from us clergy and then finding that we are also not perfect, may leave the congregation accusing us of being  hypocrites or bad pastors.  
We clergy today like to maintain the institutional church through being pastoral.  We go at every length that we possibly can to be pastoral. We have created this image of Jesus that holds no one accountable for anything.  Nothing is evil; everything is good.  So when the Prophet Amos says, “Seek good and not evil”, these words are hollow. When the letter to the Hebrews says, “The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account.” We dismiss it as being judgmental, perhaps even primitive and irrelevant.
Friends, we have a huge problem. Out of our own fear of walking with God the amazingly demanding path of justice and righteousness, we have constructed a whole narrative that renders the entire Christian Scripture as a document of a bygone era. 
I sometimes feel that what we have done is perhaps good, for now we have made the distinction between mission and maintenance even more clear. We have made the distinction between Jesus’ movement and the institutional church ever starker. Now we have a choice, we can live in fear and try our best to maintain our institution; or, we can live in hope and boldly walk with God.
I can preach today the way I am because I have experienced in my short lifetime the difference between a community of faith that accepts the message of Christ as an invitation to walk with God and others who spend numerous hours seeking all possible ways to conserve an institution.  I have experienced how miracles happen when people accept Jesus’ call to follow him.  I have seen the last become the first.  I have seen faith in action, in motion, and in mission.  The blessing of such a faith has been an inspiration for those who came around to accepting the will of God, including myself here standing. 
The journey to follow Jesus begins in faith, not through our reliance on resources that would carry us through.  The budget for such a journey is infinitely ambitious, the sources of income nowhere on the horizon, the balance sheet incredibly lopsided. That is the nature of the journey that the rich man found extremely difficult to accept. 
When I was 16 years old my parents encouraged me to apply to a college in America. Actually when I was very little, they saw in me something – I don’t know what, I guess it must have been my stubborn dislike of rational life – any way, whatever it was that they saw in me, according to the tradition in my culture, they decided to “give me to the Lord”.  All my life they prayed about it. They never said anything to me. In fact, they encouraged me to explore in life whatever I wished to do.  Yet, every morning in their prayers together as a couple, I could hear them pray for me and that God’s will may be done in my life. As parents they had also decided that since they had given me to the Lord, that they would ensure that they provide me with the best that there is. So they wanted me to go to the USA, where, in their mind, I would find the best possible education. They wanted the very best for the one that they had given to the Lord.  
So I found this little college in Michigan, I applied, I got accepted.  My visa papers came and I went to the Visa officer to obtain a visa to come to the USA.  The visa officer looked at my parents bank statement, looked at me with utter amazement, and then threw my file on the side and told me to return when I could prove that I had the money to pay for my studies.  I went home furious!  I remember I saw my father and I began to fight with him.  I said to him, “dad why are you giving me a dream for which we have no means to achieve?”  I remember, he held me with both his hands and said, “if it is the will of God, it will happen”.  I got turned away three times over two years by the visa officer, before perhaps out of sheer amazement at my stubbornness, she decided to issue me a visa.  In the meantime, my father got elected to a position in the Asian church which paid him a salary in US dollars, my mother also the same, and the family had just the sufficient amount to provide for a dream that could have only be attained through faith. 
So why did I just tell you this story?  Friends, I get concerned when I hear the discussions regarding our budget here at Calvary.  It seems like we are trying to maintain programs and staff and an institution.  I do not understand this approach.  I would not be standing here if you and I chose to live without hope.  When I meet the members of this congregation individually I hear so many similar stories of faith as I just shared with you. Individually your faith is astounding.  Collectively, when I look at this congregation, I see nothing but a people blessed with so many gifts of time, talent and yes treasure.  
Friends, today I invite us to live in hope.  I invite us to mission. I invite us to develop a budget which exceeds all our current requirements and then has another half for nothing but mission.  Ambitious? Yes, infinitely! But, let us not forget, for God all things are possible.  
May God provide us with experiences in our collective communal and spiritual life here at our little church by the sea, that keep us from the temptation of conserving what God has blessed us with to share.   Amen.
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