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28th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
The Danger of Wealth
Many of you have seen the television show “Behind the Music,” which interviews popular musicians about their careers.  In case you have not seen the show, I can summarize 90% of the episodes for you.  The musicians begin their careers playing in bars and sleeping in a rat-infested warehouse.  They suddenly get a recording deal, make an album, and go on tour.  They make millions, do drugs, live it up, get in fights, lose popularity, enter rehab, and try to stabilize their lives as they enter middle age.  
Their careers are very stark illustrations of the danger of wealth in this life.  But the New Testament warns us that wealth is even more dangerous for our eternal life.  Two weeks ago The Letter of St. James warned the rich to “weep and wail over your impending miseries” (5:1).  Today Christ tells us “it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for one who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:25).  And who is rich?  Compared to the rest of the world, all of us are the rich.  Christ’s warning is meant for each of us.  
At first glance, then, it seems that we should follow Christ’s advice to the rich young man: “sell what you have, and give to the poor” (Mark 10:21).  Many Christians through the centuries have heard those words of Jesus and have followed them exactly.  In the third century, St. Anthony of Egypt heard those words at Mass and quickly sold his inheritance and lived in the desert praying and fasting until he was 105 years old.  In the thirteenth century, St. Francis of Assisi read those words in the Gospel and renounced his inheritance to live like a poor beggar.  In the twentieth century, Charles de Foucauld gave away his possessions to live a life of poverty and service in Algiers.  

But Christ did not command this way for everyone.  He accepted the hospitality of the rich at mealtimes.  He and his disciples were supported financially by holy women who traveled with them.  He praised Roman centurions and synagogue officials who were faithful, without commanding them to embrace poverty.  Christ also encourages us to give alms and be generous, which we cannot do unless we have money to give!  Yet he warns us time and again of the dangers of wealth, leaving us with the question of how we rich people should live our lives.  
This question has troubled Christians throughout history, just as it troubled the apostles.  This question troubled St. Clement of Alexandria in the second century, and so he wrote an essay called On the Salvation of the Rich Man.  After examining all the words of Christ and the tradition of Christians after Christ, St. Clement gives us the answer.  “Riches,” he says, “which benefit also our neighbors, are not to be thrown away.  For they . . . are put under our power, as . . . instruments which are for good use to those who know the instrument” (XIV, translated by Rev. William Wilson).  
We may have wealth to the extent that we can use it for the benefit of those in need.  This includes people under our care: husband or wife, children, elderly parents, family and friends.  It also includes our neighbor, which means everyone else, as Christ taught us.  Wealth should also be put to good use in our vocation, helping us to function as married, single, priest, or religious.  

The real danger, St. Clement tells us, lies in misusing wealth due to our sinful inclinations.  If we have sinful habits, appetites, and desires that are fueled by possessions and wealth, we must starve these by renouncing those possessions that consistently lead us into sin.  Wealth is dangerous to the degree that it opens the door in our lives to sin—the door to arrogance, greed, entitlement, laziness, pleasure-seeking, and godlessness.  Those musicians on “Behind the Music” and all the rich and famous in the public eye are striking examples of the danger wealth poses by opening to the door to many sins.
If we would be perfect, Christ calls us to abandon our possessions and give to the poor.  He calls us to make our wealth an instrument for those under our care and for those in need.  Is this an impossible attitude?  “For human beings it is impossible, but not for God.  All things are possible for God” (Mark 10:27).  
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