
Circuit online service, 10.10.21

Amos 5.6–7, 10–15; Mark 10.17–31

A few days ago, I was listening to the radio and there was an article on, I think about 

how different industries had coped during the pandemic. Of course, the travel industry 

in general has been very badly hit because of so many restrictions on movement. But 

not all the travel industry. There was an interview with the chief executive of a company

which hires out private jets. And they’ve done very well in the last couple of years, 

apparently.

The head of the company said in the interview: “We’ve seen high net worth individuals 

wishing to travel through private terminals, not through the busy airports. […] They 

want to be on an aeroplane on their own.”

Now, in this time of harvest festivals and eco church events and general heightened 

awareness of questions of climate change, with the COP26 conference coming up, the 

fact that people go on plane journeys on their own or with very few other people should

be concerning. And, as the interviewer pointed out, even some companies which are 

happy to talk about climate change and get on that particular bandwagon still use 

private jets to ferry their people around quickly rather than rely on any of the online 

options which have become available with advances in technology in recent years.

No, I want to stop and ponder the language the chief executive of the private jet hire 

company used. The people he was taking about he called “high net worth individuals”. 

Now we probably all know that the world of business is well known for its strange and 

wonderful use of innovative words and phrases in its jargon.

And here we have an amazing euphemism, one of those lovely bits of language when 

some taboo or some embarrassment stops us from saying in clear terms what we actually

mean. Because “high net worth individuals” are, of course, ‘people who have lots of 

money’. In our society it’s a bit embarrassing to admit it if you’ve got lots of money, and

you know you’d probably be criticised in certain circles for having so much, so better to 

hide behind a euphemism. Being “very rich” is like being posh. It’s never you: it’s always

someone higher up the scale.

But I think this particular euphemism twists the meaning so it’s not just hiding the 

embarrassing fact, but attempting to change it. Saying someone has “high worth” is 

absolutely not the same as saying they have lots of money. But the world of high 

finance has decided in its jargon that money equals worth because, well, they would say 

that wouldn’t they? Why wouldn’t they want to feel that they have lots of worth and 

that their money comes because they are valuable?

In case you’re in any doubt that it is a very strange thing to call rich people “high 

worth” just because they’re rich, then consider what it would feel like to call a cleaner, 

or a care home worker, or a nurse, a “low worth” individual.
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And so, in times when so many of us have simultaneously longed for more human 

contact and worried about getting physically close to lots of strangers, not all of us who 

wanted to travel on our own were able to. And yet we are being told a story in which 

those people who did manage to hire themselves a private jet could do so because they 

were the really worthy ones. They deserved it. They deserved the opportunity to travel 

alone because they are worthy of it. No. They are simply extraordinarily rich.

Amos speaks out in anger at those who exploit the poor, take bribes and push aside the 

needy in the gate. Establish justice in the gate! We’re talking about a gate to a city here,

the kind of gate you might find in the city walls of an old historic town. The entrance 

place and the exit place. A place of meeting and departing. The place where you can 

welcome people or exclude them. And also, in Amos’s culture, the place where legal 

disputes happened.

So some kind of cross between a courtroom and, I don’t know, an airport, maybe. And 

Amos says, you’re giving all the privileges to the people who have money. There’s no 

fairness. People who don’t have much money don’t have enough access to the law. 

There’s no point in them complaining against the people who abuse or exploit them 

because the elders will only listen to the people like them, and the people with all the 

money. And that’s not God’s way. That’s what Amos said.

In our gospel story Jesus met a high net worth individual. And I really mean that. Jesus 

famously told this rich man, this man who (in the euphemism of today’s English) had 

lots of “property”, to go away and get rid of his “property”.

He’s been trying his best to live a life according to the teachings of the Law but it feels 

as if something’s just not quite right. So he asks what’s needed for life. And Jesus 

replies with a version of the commandments which outlaws defrauding. The word for 

defrauding is apparently one which is used in the Hebrew scriptures in a sense of 

withholding the rights or withholding the wages of someone you’ve hired. So Jesus is 

effectively pointing out that the rich man shouldn’t exploit his employees or cheat 

them.

Here is someone who has amassed a lot of land, a lot of “property”, for themselves, in a 

culture which in theory celebrated that the land belonged to nobody but God. And 

taking more land for himself meant taking land from other people, leaving them with 

no means of subsistence.

But whatever the truth about how the man got his wealth, Jesus doesn’t just have a rant

about it. An interesting detail is that he looks at the man and his heart warms to him; 

he loves him. Jesus seems to really see someone who is trying their best to live a godly 

life and Jesus challenges him in that spirit of love to let go of all the wealth which is 

holding him back; and to follow him. If he really had gained all that wealth through 

defrauding others or exploiting them or cheating them of what they were due then 

perhaps Jesus is also challenging him to put right what he’s done and denounce his past

in some great act of justice, of fairness. Perhaps Jesus is saying: “if you want to follow 
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me you really have to put right the exploitation which has gone before; you can’t just 

leap on the bandwagon and expect everything to be okay”.

This man was not a high net worth individual because of the money he had. No one is. 

He was a high net worth individual because God, through Jesus, gave him that worth.

The man slinks off and Jesus uses the opportunity to have a few words with the 

disciples about riches. First of all he tells them it’s hard for a rich man to enter the 

Kingdom. And they are amazed. They probably saw riches as a blessing from God. It 

was such an ingrained thing in their society that they couldn’t possibly see how you 

might not think prosperity was a gift from God.

So Jesus pushes them even further and gives them this image of a camel going through 

the eye of a needle. And now they’re more astonished than ever. You may have heard 

the interpretation that there was a narrow gateway in Jerusalem called the Eye of the 

Needle so that with a bit of a squeeze and the shedding of all the baggage, a camel 

might just perhaps have been able to go through it. But there isn’t apparently any 

evidence to support that idea.

Rather than Jesus saying that if you get rid of all these things which hold you back you 

might just be able to get in, he is really saying it is a completely and utterly ridiculous 

and preposterous idea that anyone might be able to get in. Our worth is not dependent 

on our ability to pay or our ability to squeeze through the eye of a needle. It is a gift 

from God; it is the result of God’s grace; it is something God offers.

We who want to follow are called to fairness. And to knowing we are invited guests just

like everyone else is an invited guest. And to making sure, for example, that if old Amos

turned up at the Old Bailey then he wouldn’t be just as appalled in today’s Britain at 

who gets access to justice. As this service goes live I am in the middle of a fortnight’s 

jury service. I hope what I find in our court of law is justice in the gate.
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