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“Holy Disturbance” 
Hebrews 4:12-16 and Mark 10:17-27 

delivered by Dr. Catherine Taylor 
October 13, 2018 

 
This sermon was written by the Reverend Dr. Edna J. Banes and  

originally titled “Of Boggarts and Biblical Mandates.”i  
 
The third book of the Harry Potter series,  

Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban,  
finds Harry and his friends learning  

to defend themselves against the dark arts.  
As part of their training their teacher introduces them to a boggart,  

a creature which takes the shape of whatever 
it thinks will frighten a person the most.  

A boggart likes to hide in closets and other dark places,  
and when it is let out, it will immediately become  

what the people around it fear. 
Defending oneself against a boggart is relatively simple.  

One has only to imagine what one fears in a ridiculous way.  
For instance, Harry Potter’s friend, Ron, feared spiders.  

When the boggart was released and assumed the shape of a giant spider,  
Ron had only to shout “Riddikulus”  

and imagine all the legs of the spider falling off.  
What had been a creature with great pinchers  

that disturbed him greatly became legless ball  
that rolled over and over and no longer troubled him. 

 
This morning I want to suggest that Jesus’ answer  

to the young man who asks him what he must do to inherit eternal life  
has become a boggart of sorts to many of us.  

Admit it. When I began to read this text from Mark,  
did you groan inwardly? “Oh no, here it comes.  

Commitment Sunday is just around the corner  
and now we get the guilt trip about how much we all have  

and how much more we ought to give.  
We will be reminded once again of how hard it is  

for rich people to enter the kingdom of God.” 
I know I groaned when I discovered this was the gospel text for today,  

because preachers can often be quite self-righteous  
about this text and forget that we, too,  

enjoy material possessions and salary increases. 
To make this text less threatening, we often do  

what Harry and his friends learned to do with the boggart.  
We try to turn it into something more palatable.  

For instance, for a while, scholars told us  
that the word Jesus used for “camel”  
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was very similar to the word for rope.  
Maybe there had been an error hundreds of years ago  

when the Bible was being copied by hand  
and the word for camel had been mistakenly written for rope.  

Certainly putting a thin rope through the eye of a large needle  
was not absolutely impossible.  

Other scholars decided that the eye of the needle  
really referred to one of the gates in the wall around Jerusalem.  

Those gates were big enough  
for a camel to walk through with no difficulty.  

I remember hearing both of these explanations  
in sermons while I was growing up.  

They may have made us feel better, but they are not true.  
 
Another way we try to make this text into something less threatening  

is to talk about our wealth in relative terms.  
In comparison to Jesus and the disciples  

that man was very, very wealthy.  
Most of us are not as wealthy as he was, relatively speaking.  

One pastor remembered the first time  
she read this story when she was seven years old.  

When she got to verse 25, she was so alarmed  
that she slammed the Bible shut,  

ran down the hall and woke her mother from a sound sleep.  
“Mom,” she whispered. “Jesus says that rich people don’t go to heaven!” 

“We are not rich,” her mother responded. “Now go back to be.”ii  
Of course the woman knew and we know  

that we are indeed very rich.  
Any of us who spend most of our nights  

with a roof over our heads  
and enjoy even one or two good meals a day  

are wealthy by worldly standards.  
So this text remains a boggart for us.  

 
Still another defense we practice when we encounter this text  

is to say that Jesus did not mean for us to take this text literally.  
[My pastor friend Enda Banes writes that she is “somewhat amused”  

that this text is not one of those brought up by literalists.  
She decided the next time someone comes up to her and says,  

‘The Bible says women should not be ordained.  
How do you justify doing what you are doing?’,  

She is going to say, “Yes, and Jesus says  
sell everything you have and give it to the poor.”] 

 
In reality, Jesus’s advice to the young man  

is not his only advice about handling one’s wealth.  
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Jesus said a lot of different things  
about wealth and material possessions,  

and his advice was not the same to everyone.  
This young man was to give all he had to the poor,  

but Zaccheus only had to give one-half of what he had to the poor.  
Jesus commended his disciples  

for leaving everything behind and following him.  
But we also know that not everyone  

who followed Jesus gave up everything.  
Paul continued to work as a tent-maker.  

Many of the women who were followers of Jesus  
kept their homes and in fact allowed them  

to be used for house churches. 
Jesus did say a lot of different things about wealth,  

which may relieve us a bit.  
But Jesus also said a LOT of different things about wealth.  

In fact, he had far more to say about stewardship  
and how we handle our possessions  

than he did about sex or politics or worship.  
“Sell your possessions and give alms,” he said.  

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth.  
Be on your guard against all kinds of greed  

for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” 
As Richard Hays observed, “The New Testament speaks loudly:  

...Jesus’ disciples are called at least  
to share their goods generously with those in need,  

and perhaps even to give everything away  
in order to follow him more freely.”  

 
Are you beginning to squirm again? 

[If so you] are in good company.  
Even the disciples were taken aback  

by the interchange between Jesus and the man.  
By all appearances, the man was  

an ideal candidate for discipleship.  
He was a student of the torah, the Law of Israel.  

He had observed the commandments since his youth.  
The fact that he was wealthy also put him in a class by himself,  

for back then people believed that if you were good,  
God would bless you with many possessions.  

Even Jesus’ mandate that the man  
should get rid of all he had to follow Jesus  

should not have caused the disciples such surprise  
since they had left all they had behind to follow him.  

Yet there must have been something  
about the man kneeling at Jesus’ feet,  
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something about the longing in his eyes  
as he looked to Jesus for advice that struck a nerve in them.  

Maybe they began to wonder about their own salvation  
and became a little less sure about their chances for eternal life.  

Perhaps this scene unnerved them as much  
as it unnerves some of us two thousand years later. 

And that’s not a bad thing.  
In fact I believe the intent of this text is to make us squirm a little,  

to be a bit of a boggart in our lives.  
[Theologian and biblical scholar] Patrick Wilson  

has called this story a “holy disturbance”, and I would agree.  
“The church remembered this story,  

and Mark wrote it down and preserved it  
precisely because we need this high, holy disturbance,” [he writes.]  

“We need the redeeming disturbance of this story  
to remind us that there are hungers in us  

that only God can satisfy.  
We long for peace, relatedness, a center, a confidence  

that we cannot buy or build ourselves  
but only receive as a gift from God.  

So efficient are we in satisfying most of our other hungers  
that we forget this...Like the wealthy good person in the story,  

we begin asking about eternal life  
but walk away inventorying our possessions  

before the story is over.” 
 
Perhaps part of the problem is not that we have so much  

but that we focus on what we have,  
what we need and how we can get it  

far more than we focus on the One who gave us all things.  
Whether we have a lot or whether we have very little,  

all that we have comes from God,  
ultimately belongs to God.  

Therefore, we need to wrestle with how we handle it,  
with what we keep for ourselves and what we give away. 

 
Another part of the problem is that society today,  

as it did to some degree in Jesus’ time,  
judges us by what we have and what we do not have.  

“The one who dies with the most toys wins” the bumper sticker says.  
It is easy for us to get caught up in this acquisitiveness  

and hard for us to imagine life without all that we have.  
We hold so tightly to our possessions  

that we cannot open our hands to receive God’s grace. 
But perhaps the most disturbing part of the story  

is that it asks us to be totally dependent on God.  
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One of the great things about having a lot of money  
is that it brings us a lot of independence.  

A milestone in our lives is when we can finally live on our own  
and no longer be dependent on our parents. 

In this story and so many others that he told,  
Jesus asks us to do just the opposite,  

to let go of what we have and rely only on God  
who is our father and mother.  
 

The Heidelberg Catechism begins with the question,  
“What is your only comfort in life and in death?”   

I would be prone to answer that comfort for me  
is a roof over my head, food to eat,  

a family who care about me, 
[and the ability to stop working and still have enough.] 

The Catechism says, “[My only comfort] is that I belong 
 – body and soul, in life and death –  

not to myself but to my faithful savior, Jesus Christ.” 
Comfort? Not quite.  

The boggart in the closet starts to scratch again.  
For it means that I must relinquish all that I am,  

all that I have, where I might go  
and what I might do to Jesus Christ.  

Often I find that quite disturbing and almost impossible,  
and I start to walk away.  

But lest I – and you – despair too much,  
let us remember how Jesus handled that young man  

who could not quite give up all he had to follow him.  
Mark tells that Jesus loved him just as he loves you and me.  

Not a romantic, pie in the sky kind of love,  
but a fierce love that clings to us, that goes after us, 

 time and time again, and continues to ask us  
to leave what we have and who we are to follow him. 

Suddenly that boggart is not so threatening.  
In fact, it looks a lot like the one  

who gave all that he had for you and for me.  
Thanks be to God! Amen.  

 
 
 
 
 

i Edna, a former dean at Union Theological Seminary in Richmond, is a member of the Roundtable, the group of 
clergywomen I have been part of for the last twenty years. The sermon is so fine I decided to share it in its entirety. 
The formatting, italics, and some minor editing are mine, but the words are Edna’s.  
ii The pastor was Stacy Elizabeth Simpson.  

                                                            


