
 
We all have our preconceived ideas about how the world should function, great and small.  
 
I’ll tell you one of mine. It’s both wise and ridiculous all at the same time, inherited almost intact 
from my parents.  I believe that the people who are living in a house should be the ones to clean 
the house. Let me clarify a little: I believe in having children learn how to clean at an early age 
even though the consequence for the mother was a whole lot of standing over top of, forcing, 
having unpleasant Sunday afternoon conversations etc. The reason I believe this is legit -- it 
seems only right to be responsible for those who make the messes to clean them up. It’s part of 
the circle of life really.  It’s still one of my principles, my to live by.  
 
It’s one of “house” 10 commandments. One of the things that my home life is based on, one of 
the places that I don’t compromise, kind of like our friend in the gospel today. You can tell he’s a 
good commandment keeper. It’s his eagerness that gives him away. What must I do to have 
eternal life? What must I do to incline my heart to keep God’s law? What is the absolute 
necessary minimum? What is required? And then what’s the extra credit so I can get at least a 
99%?  
 
These 10 commandments have been the backbone for more than one society. The three about 
God (show them the fun hand signals) the one about society, and then the ones about the self. 
We’re always and already interpreting what these commandments mean -- it’s not so much that 
they change, but our context changes, our society changes and with each change comes a new 
interpretation, a new way of seeing. The OT prophets are doing this work for the people. “Seek 
the Lord and live, you that turn justice to wormwood and bring righteousness to the ground!” 
You can hear some of the “do not covet” and “do not steal” here, echos from the great 10 and 
the Mosaic law.  
 
They’re a good structure with some flexibility; there is room for continued growth.  
 
Continual reinterpretation means that there is no “necessary minimum” - as much as we’d hope 
for one. we’re always and already called deeper into God’s story.  The extra credit? It when we 
know that our hearts can’t stay in one place and that we’re required to grow, to change, to 
move, to become something better, deeper, stronger than we are now. Except it’s continual, not 
a one moment conversion, but a long, slow journey toward God. Like that young man, who ran 
to Jesus asking what he could do, desiring more, wanting to be stronger, more in line with God’s 
vision for himself. And Jesus obliges. In the continuation of the OT prophets, he reinterprets the 
law and pushes that young man just a little further, a little beyond.  
 
This young man was the perfect target. He was eager. He was a man who wanted to know. He 
wanted to know with all of his heart, his strength, and all the parts of himself.  He wanted more 
than anything to be part of the Jesus’ story. If there had been a tree to climb, he would have 
climbed it, anything to get closer to Jesus, to get closer to the truth. He wanted eternal life. He 



wanted the whole of it. He wanted it enough to run to Jesus to try to figure it out, to open himself 
up to a new possibility, a new life, a new place, to make sure his house was in order.  
 
And Jesus looked at him and loved him and named his greatest desire. 
 
But he wanted to give it all away. If he didn’t want to give it all away, he would have not gone 
away sad. He would have gone away incredulous, frustrated with the ridiculous requests of 
Jesus. He would have gone away without a care in the world, knowing that he was already 
doing everything he needed to to do to have eternal life. But he was still hungry; he still wanted 
more. 
 
He went away sad. 
 
And what if it wasn’t like what we assume? What if it wasn’t only because he was very rich that 
he didn’t want to give everything away? What if there were other things holding him down, other 
things, other obligations that stood in the way?  
 
It could have been that his father was incapacitated or dead, and if he gave up his estate his 
mother and sisters would starve. It could just not been the time or the place to sell everything. 
The stock market was down. Maybe it was just not the time or the place for him to sell 
everything. Maybe it was his wife, who couldn’t live without, or his friend who was employed on 
the estate that would have lost everything if he had sold it all and given it to the poor. Or 
concerns for his children, those on the estate. 
 
He went away sad.  
 
How often does this happen to us! We hear about something, a possibility, and it awakens 
desire in us, desires that we thought was dead, desire that we had given up on. And suddenly 
it’s alive it again, moving within us pushing us towards an pregnant unknown, a vast ocean of 
possibility. And then. We can’t have it. Our wife doesn’t want to move to Richmond Hill. Our 
children beg us not to move to Cuba (it’s too hard to visit), or we can’t go back to school and get 
our master’s in social work because we already have a kid in college. Or maybe we have to 
work at a job that doesn’t require the best parts of us because we’ve got to pay the bills. Or 
maybe it’s our church that’s changing. Or the neighborhood is just not attracting the same kind 
of people that it used to.  
 
And suddenly, the dream we’ve wanted for ourselves is impossible. We can’t do it. We can’t be 
the person we dream of, we can’t live the life that we know we’re born for. And we go away sad 
because it’s out of our reach. 
 
What do we do?  
 
We reinterpret. We reframe. We live with bruised dreams and with dashed hopes.  



We know how to do this. We’re Episcopalians. We know that our salvation doesn’t hinge on one 
moment of conversion where we wildly sell all our possession and give them to the poor. That 
doesn’t sound like us at all. We’re a practical people, a people who know our limits and yet... 
 
Maybe we should give a little more room to that desire, that awakening, the pregnant 
possibilities.  
 
Because… 
 
Our desire has been given to us by God. 
 
Desire is one of the holiest parts of ourselves, one of the places where God’s Spirit works in us, 
giving us dreams, hopes, and visions for the future, making us want things that have not yet 
come about and live into them.  
 
And when we have those moments of intense desire, when we are close to selling all our 
possessions and giving them to the poor before we remember that we have to be able to pay 
our bills, we remember that this very desire is one of God’s gifts to us as humans.  Even when 
we can’t be or do the things we’ve dreamed of, it doesn’t mean that we’re not being used by 
God all the time. And that desire can be remade, reshaped, revised, and reinterpreted into 
something beautiful.  
 
But in order to do that, we have to sit with our desire. We can’t ignore it. We can’t pretend there 
is nothing that we want, that we have everything, that everything is just right.  
 
Instead, we have to offer it to God, our desires, our dashed dreams, and then we have to spend 
time with it.  
 
Look. I’m not very good at this. Y’all know I was raised as a Calvinist; one of the core values of 
Calvinism is never wanting. But then a couple of years ago, my spiritual director gave me this 
crazy and revolutionary Advent task. I was supposed to sit in front of a candle EVERY day 
during Advent and just want. The last time I remember just wanting was when the Sears 
catalogue came to our house and my mom told me to put an “x” on everything I wanted. It was 
that far back.  
 
It was a transformative experience. At first it scared me, because my wanting was so raw and so 
uncontained, so powerful and crazy -- at least it felt like that. It felt like fire, like it would burn me. 
But it didn’t. Instead it shaped me. I spent the whole Advent just wanting and over the course of 
a few weeks, I saw my desire as something not to be afraid of, as my desire transformed over 
those weeks into something that was transforming me, making me a better person, more in the 
image of God, more holy, more like the person that God was calling me to be.  
 
And it was amazing and wild.  



 
God worked in me a new place of goodness. transformed by my desire into something beautiful. 
 
What if we held our desires up to the light of God? I’m not talking just about the obviously holy 
ones, but even the ones that we’d be embarrassed if they saw the light of day, the ones that 
would humiliate us if our best friends knew them.  The ones that seem a little crazy, the ones 
that seem to burn us if we give into them. The ones that have been smashed because of life’s 
circumstances. What if we held them up to God? What if we trusted that God is already part of 
them, and we let God transform them? 
 
And maybe we’re already living them out. Not in the grand way we originally intended, the 
showy way we dreamed of when we were little, but maybe those desires are living in our lives 
now in smaller and still beautiful ways. All that needed to happen was an reinterpretation, a 
remaking.  
 
It could have been that young man went home and even though he couldn’t give everything 
away because of his four sisters, he became known as the generous man in the vicinity, the one 
who transformed his neighborhood one relationship at a time. 
 
And for those for whom desires is shriveled and almost dead? Spend some time with it. Befriend 
it. Don’t be afraid of it. Light a candle and sit with once a day until it’s healthy again, until it’s 
living. Because God is God of resurrection 
 
and because we know that God is in all things, through all things, transforming all things. Let us 
therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness so that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help us in our time of need.  
 
 
 


