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SHARPER THAN A TWO EDGED SWORD

For those who don’t remember, Jack Benny was a twentieth century entertainer
of radio, film and television.  He often portrayed a very thrifty or miserly character
and in one radio skit, he’s walking along one night and gets held up.  The mugger
says, “Bud, your money or your life....Hey Bud your money or your life.” and Jack
Benny said, “I’m thinking it over.  

Sharper than a two edged sword, that’s how our second reading today describes
the word of God.  In the gospel, Jesus, who is the word of God made flesh, speaks
words sharp and even stinging words that cut to the quick.  Jesus’ words can be sharp
and even stinging to us as well.  In an age when wealth was seen as a sign of God’s
favor, this represented a shocking u-turn.  In our age where sometimes there can be
an infection of the so-called, “Prosperity Gospel,” these words can also shock us.  

Bishop Johnston once said that following Jesus always involves some poverty. 
It may be economic.  It may be social, professional, emotional, or in some cases even
involve our families.  Whatever it is, following Jesus will cost us.  

Love costs us.  Love makes demands on us but love also makes it possible to
do  so patiently, generously, cheerfully and sometimes even joyfully.  Family
members take care of each other out of love.  Love is also something that enriches us,
that benefits us, that allows us to become who we are meant to be.  Love makes us
more human.  True love makes us more like God.  Following Jesus has a cost.  Jesus
is clear about this and if people tell you otherwise they’re lying.  Following Jesus also
gives great benefits and Jesus is clear about this. 

Following Jesus is also enriching.   But even with that enrichment, there will
be challenges, in the midst of new homes, families and the rest, Jesus also rather
quietly mentions persecutions as well.   We are reminded of this more and more, as
we consider what our brother and sister Christians are facing around the world and
even within our own country, there’s no guarantee that it will stop or even get better. 
Being true to our faith may isolate us more and more personally, socially,
professionally or in any number of other ways.   
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The Gospel says that Jesus looked on him and loved him.  He then spoke those
sharp words that sting.  It stings to listen to them.  It stings to proclaim them and no
doubt, these words stung him.  Words that cut like the two edged sword.

Why?  Why should this man who is decent, honest and observing the
commandments, have to leave everything?  If he was doing everything he said he was
doing, he would have been a good man.  Jesus wasn’t trying to be cruel.  He was
responding out of love.  Despite what this man was doing, he sensed that somehow
it wasn’t enough or else he would not have come to Jesus.  He desired something
more but he found out that in the Kingdom of God, the way to be more is often to
have less.   

Perhaps Jesus realized that this man’s possessions were his weakness, that what
he owned held him back and for that very reason, asked him to give them up and
follow him.  Jesus did not ask that of everyone who came to him.  Jesus had friends
and disciples who had money and possessions, think of Martha, Mary and Lazarus,
or Joseph of Arimathea or those women who supported Jesus’ work out of their
financial resources.  But perhaps Jesus saw that for this man, his wealth stood in the
way of God. It says this man had many possessions.  Perhaps it could also be said 
that many possessions had him.

That leads us to ask ourselves a scary question: When Jesus looks at me with
love, what is it that he asks me to give up?  To what am I too attached?  Money? 
Prestige?  Pleasure?   Power?  Fear?  What is it?  Whatever it is, can you trust Jesus
enough to let go of it, even a little?

One of my favorite spiritual writers, St. Francis de Sales, speaks of how to
practice poverty of spirit even amidst riches.  He said there’s a difference between
having poison and being poisoned.  We all have dangerous chemicals in our homes
that in certain cases we use for a particular good.  But we keep a degree of separation
between them and ourselves.  For example, bleach is kept in a container and we don’t
touch it, we don’t drink it but we do use it.  

So too we’re called to have a degree of separation between what we possess
and who we are.  We call that detachment.  We’re to use things and love people rather
than the other way around.  Money makes a good servant but a cruel master that can
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even lead us to reject the call of Jesus in our lives.  Or as Robert Frost once noted,
“Nothing gold can stay.”   

Christian sacrifice isn’t about what we lose but what we find.  When we find
what is truly valuable, what is of ultimate value, everything else has at best a relative
value.  Our first reading reminds us that wisdom is more valuable than wealth and we
would add that Jesus is the most valuable treasure of all.  

To follow Jesus costs us.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a 20th century German
pastor who was eventually arrested and killed by the Nazis.  Among his writings is
a book entitled, The Cost of Discipleship where he warns against what he calls cheap
grace saying:  Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring
repentance, baptism without church discipline. Communion without confession.
Absolution without personal confession.  Cheap grace is grace without discipleship,
grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ.  He contrasts this with costly
grace.  To follow Christ is to embrace this costly grace which can be another way of
saying intentional faith.

In one way or another, following Jesus will cost but if we are serious, it will
also reward us.  While challenging and even scary, it’s not impossible.  People do it
every day. And we don’t do it alone.  We have each other.  We do it together as
members of the body of Christ, encouraged by one another, informed by the word of
God, strengthened by prayer, fortified by the sacraments and nourished by the
Eucharist.  We journey to God together.  What is keeping me from following Jesus? 
What is Jesus asking me to give up?

Let us pray for the ability to accept the costly grace of Jesus and his sometimes
sharp word.  When asked, “Your money or your life?” May we not hesitate to answer. 
May we give what Jesus wishes to receive and to receive what Jesus wishes to give. 


