Readings:
Genesis 3: 8-19
Psalm 90: 1-12
Hebrews 4: 1-3, 9-13
Mark 10: 17-30
I don’t know about you, but I have had problems with two of these readings.  The Genesis reading , where Adam and his wife are punished for their falling into temptation, and the gospel reading where the rich young man turns away because he is asked to give away all his riches before he can follow Jesus.
The story in Genesis goes against the grain because it speaks about two people who are being punished for what is very much part of human nature.  It doesn’t take much “temptation” if you like to get most of us looking into those things that represent the unknown.  Curiosity is what got us to the moon, to the South Pole, up Everest and certainly much of what makes our lives so comfortable began because someone somewhere said “I wonder what would happen if….?”  Indeed as heirs of the rationalism of the modern era we don’t want to do anything unless it makes sense.  We obey rules and are polite and kind to people because at worst, things are better that way, or because, at best, we have seen that Jesus’ way makes sense and we all want better lives for all.  Our instinct for security and our ability to empathise with the unfortunate makes us into decent people and our worlds go round more or less easily if we are well-integrated moral people.  
But there is always that edge.  I’m sure that Adam and his wife (she only became called Eve in chapter 4) were like the rest of us.  The one tree they were not allowed to touch is the one tree that fascinates them. Let’s look carefully -  she was near enough to reach out her hand to pick the fruit.  There is no mention of the fact that she “went quickly to where the tree was.”  She was there already.  And her husband wasn’t too far off either.  The serpent knew where to find them. Human curiosity was already active, and the serpent was probably merely giving voice to what they had decided anyway.  And when we listen to this story about the bad people who were disobedient, and then have to go out into the workplace and use all our initiative, creativity and lateral thinking to survive, and when the rules of bringing up our children work with some but have to broken for others, it seems that what we learn of Sunday is not really of much relevance during the week.
And take the story of the rich young man.  Perhaps we can understand this one a bit better.  After all, if you are going to be religious, poverty chastity and obedience are where it’s at, and the young man should have known that.  But when we think how hard we work for what we have, and in a country where the tax rate is high and the services promised for those taxes are inadequate for both poor and rich – especially for the poor who can’t afford medical aid AND taxes, or private schools AND taxes and armed response AND taxes, and the church is quick to bang on about the evils of wealth, we wonder if Jesus was speaking only to this young man, or was he enunciating a principle for all of us?  
Let’s look at them again.  To some extent the events of the garden ARE about us.  There comes a point in everyone’s life where the innocence or naivety of childhood gives way, and we become experienced.  We long to grow up – ask any child or teenager –and to survive that growing up we have to learn the ways of the world and often in our managing things, our actions are expedient rather than loving, we have to choose between the greater good which means sacrificing the lesser good, or we make mistakes because we get tired or because we have a row with the love of our life and then disasters happen due to “human error.”  I think this is what we mean by “original sin.”  Innocence exists only when we are untested by the world because our parents stand between us and any experience that may overwhelm our fragile childish state. It’s an idyllic state, and it is a pity so many of our children miss out on it for many often tragic reasons 
But once we experience the world, we become aware of how incomplete we are, and how often we do the wrong things to try to succeed, or, to use a churchy word, “sin” in order to survive as we understand that word in our everyday life.  Even our good deeds are not free from ulterior motives.  We get a buzz from certain helpful things, and we do them as much because we enjoy them, and once that enjoyment ceases, sooner or later we have to get out or we will become burnt out.  It is impossible to do or be or to participate in anything that is totally good, either from our own motives or from those we are trying to help.  Someone or something always loses out or has to compromise or has to sacrifice or sees the main chance and takes advantage.
I think this sense of incompleteness is what was at the heart of the rich young man.  He had kept all the commandments since his youth, he was a good Jew, and Jesus recognised that.  But he was still searching.  He was looking for that “eternal life,” that permanence, that ultimate meaning which would give him that longed for sense of the rightness of things.  And Jesus saw that and gave him the way forward.  But he couldn’t take it.
In one sense, it wasn’t about the money. It was about making changes.  Every successful person tells you that part of what they do consists of abandoning things and moving on. We won the rugby world cup in the 90s who cares now?  We have had to move on, new training, new challenges, new other stronger teams are all there to take away what we had. 
We on this continent and particularly in this country have had to make changes, and in doing so we have lost old securities and have had to take on new responsibilities and for many, make sacrifices.  The sacrifices have been hard for some to make, and we have seen the growth of a new upper class and wealth has taken on new dynamics although there is still the residue of the old.  The problem of wealth is not so much the false feelings of power it gives, although that is a problem, but it re-creates a false innocence.  When we are cocooned by immense wealth and the earning of it becomes increasingly easy as time goes on, we feel we have arrived and we cut ourselves off in our own little isolated heaven, where there is always someone else to do the drudgery.  There are always those around us who will tell us what we want to hear because we are financially powerful. We observe at a distance and   don’t go through “experience” where we become aware of sin and the imperfections of this world and the need to move further on, and face the truth of our own incompleteness and imperfection. 
Because that is the message Jesus came to give us.  Salvation says there IS a way through.  In Christ we do not go back to our previous life, but the very curiosity and initiative and drive which cause us to sin our way out of Eden is taken from us and we are re-created and those things which caused us to sin become attributes and characteristics which enable a new Eden to be built – the Kingdom of Heaven. This is where the rich young man was so special to Jesus.  He had seen the limitations of “being good.”  He wanted more – he wanted eternal life.  That is why Jesus loved him in a way that needed to be mentioned.  He was wealthy but his wealth had not blunted his sensibilities.  (Jesus loved everyone, ordinarily it didn’t need to be stated). But when he was challenged, he couldn’t make the change.  False Eden was too comfortable.  It was easy to keep the law.  He didn’t have the needs of desperation which tempted him on all sides.  He was a good man, and he could remain a good man, if a rather moribund one.
That is not for us.  We have been loudly called and we know in whom we trust.  Let’s look again at that passage from Hebrews – “the message they heard was of no value to them because those who heard it did not combine it with faith.”  We have heard.  How are we going to respond?  What is Jesus asking us to do in order to follow him?  Will he ask us to give up money?  Our spiritual wealth?  Our active church?  Our overwhelming social life?  You know what you idolise – your particular tree with its forbidden fruit.  Take it and give it away – let God deal with it, and let us as a congregation go with Christ, and say, along with Peter “we have left everything to follow you.”  And we will have the same reply, that we will receive everything back a hundredfold and eternal life as well.  Do we have a choice?  Yes we do. 
