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 Before we begin, I’d like to share something with you.  [hand out papers with a 

single black dot (about 0.5 inch diameter) on one side.]  And I’d like you to reflect on 

what this is and how it relates to your life.  [wait].  Now, I’m not sure if anyone is willing 

to share their reflection, so I won’t ask.  But I’ve done this before, and people often tell 

me that the black dot reminds them of some negative thing in their lives, or in their past.  

Which I find a bit odd actually, because I didn’t tell you what I was handing out.  I gave 

you a piece of paper with a black dot on one side.  But you were allowed to take it from 

there.  You can focus on the black dot.  Or you can focus on the other 98% of the page 

which is white, or you can turn the page over and have 100% white.  Or you can enjoy 

the paper itself, and make an airplane or something.  Nobody asked you to focus on the 

black dot. 

 Last week I received an email from GO Transit, asking me to participate in an 

online survey about courtesy, specifically asking about courtesies that I observe between 

passengers using the GO Transit system of trains, buses, and stations.  Well, I filled in the 

survey of course - I am passionate about public transit and making it better for people.  

And I am a big fan of any company that wants to ask for my ideas and advice.  Plus, I 

know from past experience that GO Transit actually listens to customer input. 

 The survey covered a number of passenger characteristics and behaviours: people 

who put their feet up on the seats, people who talk too loudly in the "quiet zone".  People 

who eat while traveling, people who give off offensive smells.  People who put bags on 

seats to block them.  It was that sort of survey.  And then - the final question - was about 

any courteous actions that I had noticed.  There was space for free-form comments about 

nice things that I had noticed.  The entire survey up to the last question was focused on 
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negative behaviour.  Only the final question allowed me to speak freely about helpful, 

courteous people I had interacted with while in transit. 

 Does that sound like human nature to you?  Do you think people are really like 

that?  Can you even imagine that there are people on this planet who focus on negative 

things almost to the exclusion of positive things?  I know.  Unbelievable, right? 

 And yet, our gospel gives us a glimpse into that too.  I guess these negative people 

were present 2000 years ago too - maybe it's a club I've never heard of.  Anyway, in our 

story, a rich person asks Jesus what he has to do to win the kingdom, and Jesus reminds 

him of the rules.  But notice how the rules Jesus names are all negative.  Don't kill.  Don't 

steal.  You know the drill.  Even the command to honour your parents was a negative 

command, because what is really meant - and what it still means today - is “don't 

embarrass your parents”.   

 In any case, the rich man claims that he has followed all the rules.  And Jesus says 

- essentially - I've got some good news and some bad news.  The good news is that you 

only have to do one more thing.  The bad news is, it's a positive command.  Not doing 

bad things is not enough.  The man is commanded to actually do something positive with 

his life.  It's easy to do, but it requires a new way of looking at life.  It's easy to do, but it 

requires a different understanding of what it means to be successful.  It's easy to do, but 

after you do it people on the streets will no longer look up to you.  It's easy to do, but you 

will have to give up the notion that you are “special”.  Jesus's challenge to the man to 

give up his wealth was - I believe - not really about money, as much as it was about 

identity, power, and control.  The man had to give up thinking he was a big shot and 

living that way. 

 Now I can imagine some of you grumbling about what I just said.  Of course - 

you think - the passage is about money.  Jesus goes on to say how it is hard for rich 

people to enter the kingdom after all.  What else could Jesus be talking about?  To me, the 

most exciting drama in this story is when 2 amazing things happen that our ears perhaps 

didn’t even hear.  First of all, when Jesus challenges the man, he turns away and walks 

away.  I assume we all heard that one.  But did you hear this one?  After the man turns 
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away, Jesus just lets him go.  I mean, really, if it was just about money, why didn’t Jesus 

say, “OK, I can tell you’re not ready to give up 100%.  How about you start with 50% 

and see how that goes?”  And as the man continues to move away: “10%?  5%?  Tell you 

what, just follow us now and maybe over time you’ll get on board with the plan.” 

 There’s another reason why I don’t think the story is about money.  Jesus told the 

man to sell all that he had and to give his money to the poor, and then to join the Jesus 

club.  If the man had gone along with Jesus’s challenge, the man would have joined the 

Jesus club as a poor person.  If the man had - instead - sold all that he had and given the 

money to the Jesus club for them to distribute to the poor, then the man would have 

joined as a rich man, and forever would have been known as “that guy who gave us all 

that money.”  He would have kept his status.  Instead, the rich man was invited to follow 

Jesus as a poor person. 

 And one more reason why I don’t think the text is about money … when the 

disciples remind Jesus that they have given everything up to follow him, Jesus says, no 

worries, in the end you will receive a hundredfold … a hundred times more than what 

they had lost.  Obviously, possessions and riches are not a problem in themselves. 

 I think what Jesus is driving it is perhaps something that makes us even more 

uncomfortable than talking about money in church.  For the rich man, possessions were 

his problem, or perhaps I should say, his attachment to his possessions was his problem.  

Faced with the decision of hanging on to his possessions or turning towards Jesus, the 

man chose to turn towards his possessions and his status.  For the rich man, his 

possessions made him turn away from Jesus.  Possessions were a barrier to freedom for 

that man. 

 Each one of us have our own attachments of course.  Attachments that invite us 

turn away from Jesus and a life of freedom ourselves.  The things to which we are 

attached are not usually problems in themselves, but if they cause us to turn away from 

freedom and new life, then they become problems for us.  Even in this church, we can fall 

into attachments that limit new life.  Attachments to a building, or a process, or a plan, or 

a minister.  The objects in question are never the issue.  But attachments can limit our 
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ability to turn towards Jesus and to move into new life. 

 The invitation today - my thanksgiving gift to you - is to invite you to consider 

what barriers and attachments make it hard for you to be thankful at thanksgiving.  What 

gets in the way of gratitude for you?  Do you have unresolved relationship or family 

issues that make thanksgiving difficult?  Do you find it hard to feel gratitude because you 

feel like life has cheated you, or passed you by in some ways?  Do you hold any grudges 

that are hurting you more than anybody else?  In our consumer society, deep gratitude can 

actually be very hard to experience.  And I wish for all of us that we experience deep 

gratitude this Thanksgiving. 

  

 We can focus on negative things and problems.  Negative things are real of 

course.  But we decide whether or not negative things will define who we are.  

Alternatively, we can open our eyes to new life and new opportunities all around us.  

There is no question that we all have much to be grateful for.  The only question is 

whether we are willing to see those things and to allow our hearts to experience actual 

gratitude. 

 Take another look at the page I handed out earlier.  I wonder what you can see 

now? 

Amen.
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