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THROUGH THE NEEDLE'S EYE

There are many ways of defining what it means to be rich.
Probably the first thing that comes to mind is the man or woman with a
million dollars. None of us would argue that if we had a million dollars
we would not be rich. But if we were only a few thousand dollars short
of a million, would we not still be rich, and what about a half million?
Many people in other parts of the world think of all Americans as being
rich. There are no doubt many people who feel that anyone living in
the western suburbs of Milwaukee is rich.

As a matter of fact, "rich" is a relative term. As it is used
today what it usually refers to is those who have more than we do.
But that is not the etymological meaning of the word. In origin the
word is Teutonic and refers to those who are powerful and who therefore
have influence. Of course, money is a means to power and influence, so
the more money we have the more likely we are to have power and influence.

We should be concerned to define our terms carefully when we
consider controversial matters, or when we wish to discover precisely
and accurately what is meant by the words of another person whose
opinion we highly value but who has said something we find difficult
to interpret.

The disciples of Jesus found it exceedingly difficult to under
stand him when he one day told them that it would be "easier for a camel
to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into
the kingdom of God." Those who are fond of taking the Bible literally
may fail to realize that to take this verse literally may indeed exclude
themselves from the kingdom. My own experience has been however that
like those who believe in a literal and geographic hell, those who
exclude the rich from the kingdom of God are almost always referring to
others and never to themselves.

But just as this passage gave trouble to the disciples, as
witnessed by the words, "... they were astonished and asked, 'Then
who can be saved?1", so it has been a source of difficulty to Christians
ever since. If indeed the welfare of our immortal souls is at stake,
then we had better make an effort to comprehend what Jesus was saying.

The first alternative is to take the passage literally. No rich
man can be saved because no camel can pass through the eye of a needle.
Needles in the first century were no doubt much larger than those with
which we sew today, but certainly none were large enough to permit
the transit of a camel.

But, it has been argued, Jesus was referring not to a sewing needle,
he was referring to a different kind of needle. There was a small
gate in the Jerusalem wall through which it was difficult for a camel,
especially a loaded one, to pass. That is what he was referring to.








