A Bad Bargain
6
3/08/09 


Allison UMC






 Text: Mark 8:31-38
March 8, 2009 / 2nd Sunday in Lent
T.A. Maurer

“A Bad Bargain”

In these lean economic times everyone is looking to save money.  And for good reason.  The Stock Market has lost more than 50% of its value in the past six months.  Unemployment has increased by over a million in the past three months, not to mention a landslide of home owner foreclosure.  People are scarred about the future.  So they’re looking for bargains wherever they can find them.  

But beware: Fueled by fear and insecurity, what may appear as a bargain may cost you everything – including your soul.  

A few years back a student at the University of Washington advertised his soul for sale on e-Bay.  He later explained to authorities that it was just a joke.  But before his listing was removed and he was suspended from the site, a woman from Des Moines, Iowa, had bid $400.  The student later said, “I don’t think she could have collected.’’ 

What an intriguing response.  Maybe you agree with him.  To many it seems impractical that the woman could have collected on her bid.  But why?  Is it because deep down we’ve been conditioned to doubt the existence of the soul?  Or is it because we don’t believe it’s possible for anyone to sell their soul?  

In last week’s sermon we learned that Jesus was driven into the desert by the Holy Spirit, where for 40 days he fasted and was tempted by the Devil.  The Gospels of Matthew and Luke record three particular temptations with which Jesus was faced, each designed to sell His soul to the devil: one for bread to satisfy His hunger, another for worldly possessions, and another for glory.  But as you know, Jesus rebuked the Devil and resisted the temptations, saving His soul.

Which brings us to Jesus’ words recorded in this morning’s text:  “What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?”  
In making this statement, Jesus assumed the world in which we live is more than matter.  He assumed its comprised of more than empirical reality that we experience with our five senses.  There is also a spiritual dimension to our universe.  Until recent decades this spiritual dimension was taken for granted.  With the emergence of secularism that is no longer the case.
In January, 1985, the rock singer, Madonna, released a recording that became her signature song.  It was entitled “Material Girl.”  The lyrics repeat, “We are living in a material world . . . and I am a material girl . . .” 
Despite that Madonna is viewed by some as an erratic and superficial woman, there are many who have bought into her idea that this is a material world. 
It happens.  For the past three generations our culture has inculcated us to believe that satisfying our passions for wealth, fame, power and sensual pleasure is a good thing, baring few restrictions.  It’s one of the reasons for such men as Bernie Madoff and others like him.  It’s one of the reasons we’re in the economic mess we’re in.  It’s called excess and greed.  
In the 1987 film, “Wall Street,” Gordan Gekko, a high-powered Wall Street executive, boldly announces to his stock holders, “Greed is good.  Greed is right.  Greed works.”  That was more than 20 years ago, and our culture has bought the idea lock, stock and barrel. 
Yet, even in instances when certain individuals acquire all these things, they still feel a void in the depth of their soul.  No matter how much they acquire, it is never enough to satisfy the deep-seated discontent that gnaws at them. 
Some of you may recall the story of River Phoenix, the young man who was born in 1970 in a log cabin in Oregon.  His parents were hippies.  

At an early age River became a young actor.  At the age of 15 he starred in his first movie, Stand By Me.  A year later he was listed as one of Hollywood’s twelve most promising new actors.  In 1988, he was nominated for an Oscar for his role in Running on Empty.  In the film, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, River played the young Indiana Jones.  For one film he won the National Society of Film Critics’ best actor award.
River had everything a young man could dream of: fame, wealth, influence, and the respect of his peers.  
Tragically, his life was cut short when he died of an overdose of heroin and cocaine on Halloween morning in 1993.  He was 23.  
What happened to River Phoenix?  I don’t know, nor am I in a position to judge.  But I suspect it had something to do with the condition of his soul.  Whatever River was searching for in life, he obviously didn’t find it. 
“What good is it,” asked Jesus, “for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?” 

King Charlemagne lived from 742 to 814 A.D. He conquered much of Western Europe, including France, Switzerland, Belgium, the Netherlands, parts of Italy, Germany, Austria, and Spain. Everywhere Charlemagne’s troops went they spread education and Christianity.  His rule unified and stabilized much of Europe, making him one of the most powerful rulers in history.  Yet, in spite of all of Charlemagne’s success, he arranged at his death to have his body displayed with his hand resting on our verse for today: “What good is it, for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?” Charlemagne knew such an exchange was a bad bargain. The world in which we live is more than a material world. 

And we are more than material beings. That’s the second lesson we learn from our text this morning.  We are more than flesh and bone, more than the sum of our cells and tissue.  
As the eminent French Jesuit and Christian philosopher, Teilhard de Chardin, put it so memorably, “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”  In other words, we have a soul. We are as much spiritual as flesh and blood.  
Foolishly, some have tried to locate a part of the body which can be identified as the soul.  But such an exercise is pointless. The soul can no more be isolated to a specific part of the body than love, hope, peace, and joy.  Yet we don’t doubt the existence of these emotions.  Just because science can’t isolate the soul doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. 

Don’t be misled by secular thinking which would have you believe there is no such thing as a soul.  The Bible tells us we are created in God’s image.  That doesn’t mean we resemble God in some physical sense.  It means we have a spiritual connection with God.  We refer to that connection as the soul. 
Dr. Wernher von Braun - one of the early eminent rocket scientists and champions of space exploration - was once quoted as having said, “Science . . . tells us that nothing in nature, not even the tiniest particle, can disappear without a trace . . . Nature does not know extinction.  All it knows is transformation.  Now, if God applies this fundamental principle to the most minute and insignificant parts of His universe, doesn’t it make sense to assume that He applies it also to the masterpiece of His creation: the human soul?  And everything science has taught me and continues to teach me strengthens my belief in the continuity of our spiritual existence after death. Nothing disappears without a trace.” 

The world in which we live is more than empirical reality, and we are more than flesh and blood.  We have a soul, and we’re told by scripture that the soul survives the grave. 

So in this morning’s text Jesus cautions us to take care of our soul.  If our soul is all that survives after death, doesn’t it make sense to take care of it?  In fact, taking care of our soul is the most important task you and I have. 

Some of you will recall an incident that took place only three years, in December 2005.  Al Ginglen, a 64 year‑old grandfather had dug himself into a deep financial hole from which he saw no hope of recovery.  In desperation he robbed a series of small banks in Illinois.  Surprisingly, it was his three adult sons who turned him in.  One of them had recognized his father’s picture from a bank surveillance video shown on the Internet, so he and his two brothers called the police. 
Al had always been a good and decent man, a good father who taught his sons to choose right from wrong, but at the age of 64 he was willing to sell his soul to get himself out of debt. How sad.
In these days of economic uncertainty, rising unemployment, home foreclosure, and the loss of health insurance, the temptation to sell one’s soul has great appeal.  Fear and insecurity are tightening their grip on many, causing them to search for bargains wherever they can find them.  

So beware.  No matter how good a bargain may appear, it’s not worth the price of your soul.  For what good is it to gain the whole world, yet forfeit your soul? 

Amen.
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