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Mark 10: 17-31

A friend of mine, and Episcopal priest and jazz trumpeter, is fond of telling a story about Vladimir Horowitz. So I am going to steal Lane’s story this morning, because it is one worth hearing.

Horowitz who once was asked, "What is music?" He answered that music is made up of little dots on a page, some black, some white. Almost anyone, he said, can render them with some instrument, a voice, a horn, or some string. But, he said, that is not music. Music is what’s "behind the dots." Music is getting behind the dots and connecting them and making them yours or yours together with others, bringing the music into the present and sharing it. Music is never past, save in our memories. And it’s never yet been done, save in our planning.

Today is about making music. It is about getting behind our appearances, our words and actions, to find that something which supports and unites the scattered bits of our lives and makes us persons instead of just characters. It’s that same something which supports and unites us and makes us a people instead of just a crowd. Music is a good a name for it as anything. Today is about Job seeking God’s presence. It is about Jesus, tested as we are by confusion and guilt. It is about a young man who always did what was expected of him and followed all the rules, but whose soul searched for the music of life.
Why would we ever think that our gospel story this morning is about money? You know, I remember as a child in Sunday School being taught that there is a gate in the walls of Jerusalem known as the “Eye of the Needle”. It is a very small gate, but if you unload everything from your camel, and your camel gets down on its knees, it can just squeeze through the gate. There is, of course, no such gate. So why was such an improbable story ever thought up and dressed in all the respectability of a Sunday School lesson? Because we love money. Because we cannot bear the thought that, like that rich young man, we are called to choose between our possessions and Jesus. What a terrible, no-win situation! Why would we think that this is the choice Jesus wants us to make?
When we hear no music in our lives, when there is no melody that sings the song of who and what we are, we will find substitutes. That might be the jingle of coins or car keys in our pockets. It might be the tramp, tramp, tramp, of angry feet marching in unison. It might be the ring tone on our cell phone that we never can manage to turn off.  What our gospel reading today is about is that if our attention is held by such things, we never will see “behind the dots,” we never will make music with our lives.
God wants us to be happy. But that doesn’t mean anything goes. Happiness comes when our lives are in sync with the purpose of life. That is why happiness is so hard to pin down. We try to give purpose to our own lives, but in the end we can’t because we are not the authors of our own lives. So don’t look for happiness out there. Look for it in here, in the depths of the heart, to that fine line dividing life from merely living. That’s where the song is sung. That’s where God’s hand strums the strings of our heart. That’s where God’s Spirit blows through us till we vibrate and echo like fine brass. Happiness comes in knowing that God is the musician and we are the instruments that sing out the music of the spheres.
So Jesus isn’t condemning our wealth, nor is he praising poverty. But he is asking us to remove whatever blockades and barriers stand between us and our happiness; and he is reminding us that God alone creates the music of life. So once again, Jesus is calling us to sacrifice. Yes, that is something we fear, and rightly so. Do you know why? Because most of the time, it is the thing we love most of all the keeps us from true joy. Most of the time, what we love most of all, is something less than God. And so that is what must be sacrificed. But look! That doesn’t just mean getting rid of it or killing it off. The word “sacrifice” itself means “make holy.” Which is to say that we take the best loves of our lives and give them to God. We take the best loves of our lives and use them for the sake of love.
The rich young man could not see “behind the dots”. He could not get behind the words Jesus said and hear the love that they carried. So he was afraid and went away shocked and grieving. Sometimes we make the same mistake. A lot of people do. Jesus never calls us to choose between God and that which brings us joy. Instead, he asks us to discover the fullness of our joy by giving ourselves and our loves into the care and keeping of God, who alone can make our lives music.
