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You know how to catch a monkey? It’s said you need a special monkey jar with a neck just wide enough to allow a monkey to get his little monkey hand in. Then you put something in the jar a monkey might like – I don’t know, a piece of banana, some nuts, a Cadbury’s crème egg – and then you wait for the monkey to come along. Tempted by the food the monkey slips his hand into the jar and grabs hold of the food in its fist but because its hand is now balled into a fist he can’t get his hand back through the narrow neck bottle. So the monkey is trapped unless he lets go of the food. Because he really, really wants the food he won’t let go but unless he lets go of the food he will be caught.  Caught between two competing desires, he risks losing everything.

Now, I don’t believe monkeys are that stupid. Some would say that some people are. But the young man in our gospel reading is far from stupid. In fact, if you or I met him in the street we’d be impressed by how successful he was. He’s got it all. He’s got a decent job (we are told in another version of the story that he is a “ruler”). He has a beautiful wife, two lovely children, an elegant home and a self-cleaning oven. He is well respected, partly because he is very rich but mainly because he is a decent man, a good man. He goes to church, he is a pillar of the community and he really tries to live his life by the highest standards. Oh, and did I mention, he is very rich.
The three Rs: Respected, religious and rich … and yet …and yet something is missing like a piece of a jigsaw lost behind the sofa that spoils the whole picture and he can’t quite put his finger on what it is. He feels a nag somewhere in his soul that something pretty serious is missing. He’s got it all but deep down he wonders whether he’s got anything at all. So he tries the religious route. He decides to ask this bright new rabbi whether he has any lifestyle advice. Is there something else he could add to the list of things he has to make him feel happier? Is there something more he could do to feel that he was really living and not just plodding along from one day to the next?
So he asks Jesus what he needs to do to get eternal life. When he ask that question he is not asking about how to get to heaven. He wants to know what he has to do to live life now and in the world to come to the full. What does it take to be truly alive? Wealth, status, security don’t seem to do it so, tell me, what will? Jesus is willing to help. He is willing to help the man see what choice he has to make. “Keep the commandments”,  Jesus suggests.  You know, 
Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honour your father and mother.

The man is frustrated. I’ve done all these things since I was a kid. I’ve ticked all the boxes and I have know doubt he has. He is a decent man. And so to the twist in the tale and the part we all have to hear:

“One thing you lack,” Jesus said. “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.”
The man has his hand in the monkey jar and his fist is wrapped around his money.  Jesus says, let go. Open your hand, give it all away, let go and follow me and then you will really live. 
It’s decision time. 
For the rich man it’s the money that’s keeping him from true freedom. For us, it could be something else: our fear, our pride, our settled pattern of life we dare not upset, what other people think of us, oh, and yes, it could be money for us too. It’s hard to enter God’s kingdom, to inherit eternal life, when your hand is trapped in the monkey jar. But we are only trapped through our own choice. It doesn’t have to be like this. The rich man can choose to open his hand and get clear of the trap. But how hard it is! Easier to shove the backside of a camel through the eye of a needle, says Jesus to his disciples’ amazement. They can’t believe that the rich don’t have it all already.
Hard then but not impossible. With God change is always possible. Living life to the full is not about adding one more thing to the things we have or do already it is about opening hands hearts and minds to the impossible, wonderful future that God offers us in Jesus. And this is what baptism is all about: It’s a decision to let go of whatever it is we have got our hands wrapped around in the monkey jar and to slip free of the trap into freedom and life. It’s an invitation to live consumed only by the love God and neighbour.
The rich man couldn’t hack it. 

At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.

For this man it was his money that held him back. He’s sad but it’s sad. He’d got such a lot but the one thing he lacked he couldn’t accept. I don’t know what it might be for you, but you do. What is that stops us making the choice, slipping free? It might be money, possessions, stuff, it could be something else.
There’s a nag inside all of us and we can choose to ignore it or we can chose to cover it up with other things. It’s a nag about life and whether we are living it to the full. And that nag will stay with us until we can learn to let go of those “other things” to find the one thing we lack – the great adventure of faith that God calls each one of us to share.
