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Scripture: Luke 18:18-26 
 
 
Before we say anything else this morning, let’s name the moment we’re living in. 
 
Many of us feel overwhelmed — by injustice that feels relentless, by violence that seems 
normalized, by systems that reward cruelty and punish compassion. 
 
Many ask: What does faith even mean in a time like this? 
And just as urgently: What difference could it possibly make? 
 
If you’re carrying that weight, you are not alone. And we won’t look away from it. 
 
We’re calling this series The Inner Work: An Interfaith Exploration of the Seven Deadly Sins and 
Lively Virtues. 
 
A fair question immediately arises: Why focus on inner work when so much outer work needs 
doing? Why talk about spiritual burdens when the world feels on fire? 
 
The answer is because the crises we face are political, economic, social—and spiritual. The 
forces tearing at our world — greed, envy, wrath, despair, disordered desire — live both “out 
there” and “in here” (the heart). 
 
When they go unnamed, they get projected. Amplified. Weaponized. Inner work is not a 
retreat from justice. It is how justice work stays human. It is how resistance avoids becoming a 
mirror image of what it resists. 
 
The Seven Deadly Sins were first named by early Christian teachers who were less interested in 
policing behavior than in diagnosing what weighs a soul down — what distorts love, what 
clouds clarity, what keeps a person from living freely. 
 
And what’s striking is how contemporary these patterns feel. Greed. Envy. Wrath. Despair. 
Not relics of a religious past — but forces shaping our public life right now. 
 
The virtues paired with them have not so much to do with moral superiority but with 
becoming less burdened, more capable of wisdom, courage, and compassion. Which brings us 
to Jesus’ strange image of a camel and a gate. 
 
I. The Eye of the Needle 
 
A wealthy ruler once asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. He had kept the 
commandments. Jesus told him he lacked one thing: “Sell what you own. Give to the poor. Then 
come, follow me.” 
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The man walked away grieving. And Jesus said: “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a 
needle than for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.” 
 
The crowd was stunned. “Then who can be saved?” 
 
We are usually less stunned. We assume Jesus is speaking about someone wealthier than we 
are. But is he? 
 
The average American household is wealthier than roughly 80% of the world. So when Jesus 
speaks of “the rich,” who do you think 80% of the world would be looking at? Perhaps not 
everyone in this room. But most of us. 
 
Now, is Jesus talking about the Pearly Gates after we die?  
 
As you may recall, Jesus’ earliest proclamation, properly translated, was this: “The Kingdom of 
God is already here. Change your whole way of thinking and believe the good news.” 
 
Jesus was announcing that God’s Realm is already present in this life. You don’t have to wait. 
Which means when he says it is hard for the rich to enter the Kingdom, he’s talking about now. 
 
What makes it so hard? 
 
There is an old tradition that the “eye of the needle” was a small gate in Jerusalem’s wall — so 
narrow a camel could pass only by kneeling and being unloaded.  
 
Whether or not that gate existed, the image holds. The camel must kneel. The baggage must 
come off. 
 
We don’t carry saddlebags, but we do carry habits. Attachments. Inner distortions. 
 
To live in God’s Realm is not to float above the world’s fires. It is to walk through them 
without being owned by them — light enough to love, free enough to serve. 
 
Over the next seven weeks, we will name seven of the heaviest burdens we carry — what the 
tradition calls the Seven Deadly Sins — and the virtues that loosen their grip. 
 
Today’s burden is Greed. 
 
II. What Greed Really Is 
 
When we hear “greed,” we think of money. But greed is about far more than money. It is the 
restless feeling of not enough. 
 
Not enough security. Not enough comfort. Not enough recognition. Not enough experience. 
Even not enough God. 
 
In Buddhist teaching there is an image called the Hungry Ghost — a being with an enormous 
belly and a pinhole mouth, endlessly craving, never satisfied. 
 
Greed works like that. It expands our appetite while shrinking our capacity to receive. 
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A heavily burdened soul cannot enter God’s Realm easily. Because this Realm is not entered 
through accumulation. It is entered through release. 
 
III. Slavery and the Soul 
 
Release is hardest for those who have the most to lose. We assume abundance makes 
generosity easier. Often, it does the opposite. 
 
This is the last Sunday of Black History Month. It would be a mistake to speak of greed without 
speaking of slavery. 
 
Few slaveholders were desperate people grasping for survival. They were comfortable. 
Established. Respected. 
 
In Buddhist language, they were living in a “Deva” state. A Deva state is a state of comfort and 
abundance, where one lacks for nothing. While many of us might call such a state “heaven,” 
Zen considers it dangerous. Comfort is unstable. 
 
Abundance, left unchecked, becomes entitlement. 
Entitlement dissolves gratitude. 
And when gratitude dissolves, abundance begins to feel like scarcity. 
 
Now imagine yourself in the early 1800s, a plantation owner who has prospered honestly. You 
pay fair wages. You consider yourself righteous. 
 
Then your neighbors begin purchasing slaves. The economics shift. If you refuse, you will lose 
everything. What do you do? Walk away in the name of conscience? Or protect your comfort? 
 
This is how Devas become Hungry Ghosts. 
 
Jesus said loving your neighbor as yourself and loving God holds up the whole law. God’s 
commandments are not arbitrary rules; they are guardrails for the soul. Enslave another human 
being, and something in you is enslaved as well. You may gain materially. But inwardly, 
something shrinks. 
 
Once the shrinking begins, you try to fill the void — with more land, more power, more 
control. The more you have, the hungrier you become. 
 
And this is exactly what happened. Plantations expanded, while souls contracted. So did their 
faith.  When enslaved people began encountering the liberating spirit of Scripture, some 
“righteous” Christians responded by editing the Bible itself. 
 
Sixty-six books reduced to fourteen. 
Sixty-six. To fourteen. 
 
Because they knew full well that the story of Scripture bends toward freedom. Yet their greed 
had grown so large that they not only enslaved more people but effectively renounced their 
own faith to keep doing it. 
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That is the deadly sin of greed. 
 
IV. Guided Meditation (Singing Bowls) 
 
Let’s pause for a moment. Let’s inwardly kneel. Let’s unload. Let’s ask ourselves: 
 
Where does entitlement live in me? 
Where do I panic when comfort feels threatened? 
Where do I accumulate to quiet a fear? 
Where have I mistaken abundance for awakening? 
 
V. From Then to Now: Climate 
 
None of us here owns slaves. So what does any of this have to do with us? 
 
Consider climate change. 
 
A Buddhist teacher once said the problem driving climate change is not “humanity.” It is greed. 
The earth can sustain human life. What it cannot sustain is endless craving. 
 
The planet is overheating because “enough” no longer satisfies us. If everyone consumed at the 
level we do in the United States, it would take roughly five Earths to sustain it. 
 
We may no longer own slaves, but we still ignore the ways our entitlement and desire for 
comfort harm others. For decades, the harshest effects of climate disruption have fallen on the 
world’s poorest communities. Only when wildfire smoke begins filling our own lungs do we feel 
urgency. 
 
Still, we hesitate to make the deeper changes required — because we fear what we might lose: 
jobs, stock market returns, convenience, growth. Greed rarely looks like villainy. More often, it 
looks like protecting what we have. 
 
I am hardly immune. Years ago, when my denomination created an environmentally sustainable 
pension fund, I looked into moving my retirement savings there. The returns were lower. I 
chose the higher return. 
 
“If I sacrifice now,” I thought, “will I have enough? Will I be able to help my children?” 
 
That question — Will I have enough? — is the whisper of the Hungry Ghost. 
 
VI. Gratitude as Antidote 
 
We won’t solve climate change here this morning. Yet I hope we’re seeing how deeply 
connected our inner and outer worlds are. 
 
To be frank, I’ve wrestled deeply with how change happens. I cannot control the entire system. 
But I can choose how I participate in it. After ten years volunteering with a national 
organization to fight climate change, I’m now volunteering for an organization that raises up 
spiritual leadership for a climate-changed world — asking not only how we prevent harm, but 
how we live with resilience and courage in the world we are shaping. 
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That shift has recalibrated me. Instead of trying to change an entire economic system at once, I 
am learning to participate in what fuels it less and less. Melanie and I haven’t given up on trying 
to make a difference. We recycle. We both drive cars that run on electricity for local trips and 
just sip gas on longer ones. And we just installed over 12KwH of solar panels on our roof. But 
now we do so not out of hope that we can stave off climate change, but out of gratitude for the 
earth’s resources and the desire to protect them where we can.   
 
Across spiritual traditions, gratitude is one of the surest ways to unburden the camel of greed. 
You cannot cling and give thanks at the same time. Gratitude loosens the grip. It enlarges the 
mouth. It restores proportion between appetite and sufficiency. When we practice it 
attentively, we discover something surprising: There is already enough. 
 
Enough breath. 
Enough light for this moment. 
Enough provision for today. 
 
Whatever circumstances we wake into — comfort or hardship — there is always something 
real to name as gift. Try this. 
 
Tomorrow morning, before you check your phone, name five things you are grateful for. 
Perhaps they’ll be: 
 
The gift of waking. 
The gift of breath. 
The gift of light through a window. 
The gift of a body that still moves. 
The gift of someone who has loved you. 
 
Gratitude faces injustice and suffering without being owned by either. It recalibrates the soul and 
sheds some of our heavier baggage. 
 
What might have changed if slaveholders had practiced gratitude instead of entitlement? What 
might change if we did? 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is already here. But the gate is narrow. The camel must kneel. The 
burdens must come off. 
 
The world burns when we live as Hungry Ghosts.  
It heals when we live as grateful souls.  
 
The choice begins here.  
 
The gate is narrow. 
And it is wide open. 
 
 

 
Reflection and Discussion Questions 

Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation. 
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1. Where Does “Not Enough” Show Up in You? 
 
Greed was defined as the restless feeling of “not enough.” 
 
In what area of your life does that feeling surface most often — security, recognition, comfort, influence, 
even spiritual experience? What fear seems to sit underneath it? 
 
2. When Does Comfort Become Entitlement? 
 
The sermon suggested that abundance can quietly turn into entitlement, and entitlement can 
erode gratitude. 
 
Can you recall a time when something you once felt grateful for slowly became something you assumed 
you deserved? What shifted in you when that happened? 
 
3. “Will I Have Enough?” 
 
The whisper of the Hungry Ghost was described as: “Will I have enough?” 
 
Where does that question shape your decisions — financially, relationally, politically, vocationally? How 
might practicing gratitude recalibrate that particular area of your life? 
 
4. If the Camel Kneels… 
 
The image of the camel passing through the narrow gate suggests release. 
 
What burden might you need to “set down” in this season? If you did, how might that free you to live 
more lightly — and perhaps participate differently in the systems around you? 
 
 


