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HOW RICH ARE YOU?
Luke 18: 18-30; Luke 19: 1-10

How rich are you? Whether through social media or other media, we are bombarded daily by
images and stories of how the materially rich and famous live. While many of us don't care to
be billionaires or even millionaires, we would like to have the financial means to live a decent
life with the ability to live well, eat well and travel when we like. But what is the measure of
that? How much do we really need to live well? And more importantly, are we being
manipulated to focus on the wrong measure of what it means to live well and thereby depriving
ourselves of a much better measure and pathway to genuine abundance? Is the real measure of
wealth all about money? Or is there a much better path to wealth than money?

Well, contrary to what we take in daily through our media sources, here are some stories of
people who were materially rich, but chose to divest their wealth in order to become rich in a
whole other way...

Jon Pedley was once living the high life, a UK millionaire indulging in lavish parties and all the
luxuries that come with wealth. However, a near-fatal car accident in 2002 changed everything
for him. After miraculously surviving, Pedley experienced a profound transformation, driven by
spirituality and a newfound sense of purpose. Inspired by the charitable efforts of a friend in
Uganda, he sold his $10.5 million farmhouse and businesses and moved to a modest mud hut in
Uganda. There, he dedicated his life to starting a charity for local orphans. His selflessness
extended beyond Uganda, as he also brought troubled British youth to help the local children
and find redemption themselves.

In 2009, Brian Burnie, a British businessman, made a life-changing decision after watching his
wife struggle with breast cancer. He sold his $26 million dollar estate and his luxurious hotel to
fund his own charity, which transports cancer patients to hospitals for free. Burnie’s charity,
inspired by his personal experience with his wife’s illness, aims to alleviate the suffering of
cancer patients. In 2012, he sold his second home, valued at nearly $10 million, to continue
funding his growing charity.

George Carroll, a successful oil tycoon from Texas, was born into a wealthy family but never
forgot the values of hard work and humility. After building a vast fortune from his oil
investments, Carroll decided to give away his wealth during his lifetime, preferring to live a
modest life. Carroll contributed significantly to his community, funding local churches and
universities, and even founded the local YMCA. He is believed to have given away his entire
fortune before passing away in a small room within the YMCA that he had helped establish.



Percy Ross, the son of a junk dealer from Minnesota, had an unusual path to wealth. He made
his fortune by buying a plastic bag company and turning it around. But instead of keeping his
wealth, Ross chose a different route. Starting in 1977, he began giving away money, donating
bicycles to children, and helping those in need. His column, “Thanks A Million,” published in
over 800 newspapers for 16 years, became a massive success. Ross went on to give away more
than 30 Million dollars during his lifetime. Despite his unconventional approach to philanthropy,
Ross felt immense happiness from sharing his wealth.

Chuck Feeney, an Irish American billionaire, made his fortune through duty-free shops.
However, unlike many wealthy individuals, Feeney spent most of his life giving away his wealth
discreetly. Over the span of 30 years, he secretly donated $6.2 billion to charities, focusing on
causes such as education, human rights, and healthcare. Feeney’s ambition was to die penniless,
and he encouraged other billionaires to give away their wealth while still alive, rather than
hoarding it. His philanthropic philosophy significantly inspired other renowned philanthropists
like Bill Gates and Warren Buffet. Feeney’s humble and selfless approach to giving challenges
conventional ideas about wealth and philanthropy.

Wow! These are some remarkable stories, and there are many more like it. They're not typical
ones we hear often in the news. But it does tell us that people, whether super rich or just
ordinary folk like most of us here, do awaken to finding purpose, joy and riches in ways other
than making money and finding happiness in spending it on ourselves.

But here's the thing. What is it exactly that can awaken us and nourish us in a different
direction when it comes to money and its use?

Here's where our scripture readings this morning can help us. Both readings involve
interactions Jesus has with persons who are rich materially. But that's where the similarities
end. One man has a popular reputation as a good man and a ruler among the people. The
other man has a popular reputation as a bad man because his wealth is accumulated through
the blatant exploitation of people. But the shocking result in these stories is that the man who
is seen as good and a role model of success leaves Jesus dejected, sad, and weighed down,
whereas the man who is seen as bad and one to be hated leaves Jesus excited, happy and freed.
What's the difference?

Well, the gospel of Luke puts these two stories close together because it shows how two
people who are similar in one way - namely their wealth, are very different in other ways. There
are the ways people on the outside see them, and there are the ways that have to do with the
heart and with genuine transformation. What's the difference?



Let's look at each story in turn. In our first story we have a man who is identified as a ruler
among the people. We're also told he's rich. How did he become rich? We don't know. But
clearly, he and the people, don't see his wealth as acquired by illegitimate or exploitative means.
He is admired, respected and presumably envied. Who wouldn't want to be this man.

But this man who seems to have it all - power, status and wealth, is not happy. Why? Well why
is anyone not happy? What is it inside that unsettles any of us or makes us question the value
and purpose of our lives? What makes for joy and abundance within any of us or lack thereof?
Clearly whatever the world around this man thinks makes a good life, this man is no longer
feeling so good. And having presumably sought all kinds of answers, he comes to Jesus hoping
Jesus could give him whatever he’s looking for.

And so, having complimented Jesus as “good teacher”, he ask him this: "What must | do to
inherit eternal life?" Now "eternal life" doesn't mean simply life after death. This is a poor
understanding. No. Eternal life means abundance of life, so abundant that your life's meaning
and purpose are greater than this life alone. Eternal life is life that is good and rich beyond what
this world can give you.

Well, Jesus begins by reciting for him the expected answer that their shared religion gives of
what it means to be good, abundant and happy - follow the commandments of God. And Jesus
especially notes the commandments that have to do with love of neighbour. Well, the man
hears this and is still unsatisfied. "l know these commandments Jesus. And I've followed them
carefully all my life. I've only done good things and refrained from harm when it comes to my
neighbour."

But clearly, this is not enough. And it's not Jesus who judges that it is not enough. It's the man
himself. Somehow for all he has tried to do to be a good man, it's not enough to fulfill him at
the heart level. He's missing something. He needs something more, something better,
something different. He is ready and seeking not just a good life, but eternal life.

And so, Jesus tells him this. Do you really want to go all the way and become truly free and full?
Do you want to be rich, powerful and good in a whole other way where your heart can sing?
Then here’s the one thing still lacking my friend: "Sell all you own and distribute the money to
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me." Wow!

Jesus is clearly not looking for money. He is looking for open hearts ready to take the plunge in
faith, trusting that incredibly good things can come when we unburden ourselves from what the
world prizes as abundance, security and freedom. Now please understand. Jesus is not telling
the man to become poor. Many in Jesus’ company of followers provided for the group out of
their abundance which included material abundance. Rather, it's about what we do and how we
live with the money we have, not simply how much of it we keep.



Well, how attached is this man to his money for all the good he does and all the good he
seeks? Far too attached it seems. For when he hears the answer Jesus gives him, we're told, he
becomes sad. Why? Because he was very rich.

And here, Jesus adds something more as a teaching moment to his disciples. Why? Because his
disciples like the rest of us all look to the rich, the famous, the successful and the outwardly
good, and envy what they have. Jesus tells them flatly that the more you have the harder it is to
get into the kingdom of abundance which is heaven beginning on earth. Why? Because your
focus on what constitutes wealth, and where you put your heart and effort is all wrong. What
you can get back from divesting yourself materially and embracing greater simplicity by sharing
and giving will be far greater than anything you can store up for yourself materially.

And to really explain this in a practical way, we get to the very next story a few verses later. In
this story, the rich man is named: Zacchaeus. Why is he named? Maybe he became a well-
known follower of Jesus by the time Luke was composing his gospel account. But where does
Zacchaeus come from? Like the man already encountered, he too is wealthy. Except, his wealth
is seen as wickedly gained. Why? Zacchaeus is a tax collector. This means he not only collects
taxes for Rome so that Rome can pay it's army to keep the people subjugated. That’s bad
enough. But tax collectors also make their own money by taking a percentage of tax on top of
what they collect for Rome. They have the freedom and the power to enforce such extraction
and people suffer the impoverishment and desperation of having whatever they have taken by
someone of their own people who has sold themselves to their gentile oppressors just to make
money.

And Zaccaheus, we're told is a chief tax collector. He manages an army of tax collectors and
takes a cut from them as well. Of course this not only makes him well off but rich. The only
reason he remains alive so hated as he is, is that he is protected by armed guards.

OK, so why is Jesus so interested in highlighting Zacchaeus? Because Zacchaeus is transformed
at the heart level. He is ready for change. He is ready to die to an old way of life in order to
rise up to a whole new way of living abundance and wealth. Jesus doesn't tell Zacchaeus what
to do. All he does is show Zacchaeus love, acceptance and acknowledgment that he is a child of
God no matter what he has done till this point in his life.

And Zacchaeus is so blown away by such an encounter, he responds not just by saying ‘thank
you Jesus!’, but by declaring that he will give away half of everything he owns and give back 4
times what he has defrauded of people. "Wow! That's a lot of money Zacchaeus! Are you sure
you can afford that?" It doesn't matter. Zachaeus is jumping up and down in joy because he has
discovered a measure of wealth and abundance he could never have imagined or enjoyed



before. And so, Jesus’ response: "Today salvation has come to this house, because he, too, is a
child of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and save the lost."

How lost are you? How lost am [?... Jesus says this not for Zacchaeus’ sake. He says it for all the
people gathered around and for us too. Why? Because they were grumbling at Jesus’ actions.
How could Jesus go into this filthy man's house and enjoy fellowship with him without
immediately distancing himself from him, condemning him and shaming him for his wickedness?
But just like the disciples and just like the people and just like many of us, we've been bought
and exploited by a world that measures wealth and abundance in materialistic ways. Ve assume
that material wealth itself is good and it's only bad people who exploit and make money in
illegal ways as our laws define such. But Jesus is even more interested in how we may be
changed by love to give, and discover a freedom and abundance that is not about material
wealth at all. It all begins with an honest examination of our heart outwards.

Where is our heart? What do we truly want? What do we imagine will give us eternal life? How
much joy and abundance have we experienced in our giving and sharing of love from our heart?
This is the path to abundance. Zacchaeus of all people found it. A good man who had it all
according to our world, did not. How have you found your abundance? Or are you still seeking
an abundance that is truly eternal?

Amen.



