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A construction worker had been waiting for several minutes in an electronics store trying to buy 
a pack of batteries.  Getting impatient and a bit annoyed that no salespeople were coming to 
help him, he had a moment of genius.  He took out his tape measure and began to size up the 
screens of the plasma TVs on display.  Within seconds a sales rep was at his side asking, 
“Can I help you?”  “Yes” the man replied, “I’d like to buy these batteries.”  The attention a 
working man himself did not warrant was suddenly offered when that same man appeared to 
be interested in a big ticket item.  And then the sales rep couldn’t help but sell the fellow his 
batteries.   
 
I have a feeling that the rich man who approached Jesus in our gospel text for today was 
expecting the big screen kind of treatment when he came to talk with Jesus.  Though he surely 
didn’t flaunt his wealth to the one he called “good teacher,” there is little doubt his status was 
evident.  Moreover, he wasn’t just wealthy, he was also righteous.  Perhaps he was 
approaching Jesus simply to seek assurance that his moral lifestyle was indeed his ticket to 
heaven.  Or maybe he genuinely wondered what more he might need to do to inherit eternal 
life.  Whatever the case, this man was self-assured that he could do whatever needed to be 
done to get what he desired.   
 
But Jesus saw him not as appeared – a man of position, prestige, and purity – but as he was – 
a man who’s security and confidence rested in his wealth and his morality.  The text says 
Jesus loved him, so he told him the truth.  It shook this rich, good man to the core, and he went 
away grieving.  We don’t know what became of him.  Perhaps he did sell everything and give it 
away and started following Jesus.  More likely, he went home to his status quo.  Clearly Jesus 
was saddened by his own pessimism that this man whom he loved would be able to do what 
needed to be done to set his heart free.   
 
And as he told his disciples how hard it is for wealthy people to enter into the kingdom of God, 
they couldn’t believe what they were hearing.  “Then who can be saved?” they asked.   
 
The disciples in this story are, as usual, a lot like us.  They get caught up in appearances.  
They believe what their eyes show them, and when they see a moral, wealthy man who wants 
to know more about how to be good, they certainly don’t expect Jesus to send him away 
distressed.   
 
This story is part of a long Biblical tradition that can be summed up in the concluding lines of 
this gospel text, “many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”  Another such story 
was read this morning from 1st Samuel.  Here Samuel is sent to the home of Jesse to anoint 
one of his sons king of Israel.  One by one Jesse parades his strapping young lads before 
Samuel.  From the first, Samuel sees the kind of strength he expected in a king.  After all, the 
last time Samuel had anointed a king, God had brought him Saul – a strong and handsome 
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man whom we learned earlier in chapter 9 verse 2 “stood head and shoulders above everyone 
else.” 
 
But God told Samuel that this time would be different.  God said to him, “Do not look on his 
appearance or on the height of his stature…for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look 
on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”1   And so all the tall and strong 
and handsome sons of Jesse passed by Samuel without getting the nod.  When none of them 
were chosen to be king, they finally sent for the runt of the litter, who was out keeping the 
sheep, and when David came, it was he – the sensitive fellow who played the lyre and had 
beautiful eyes – who was anointed king – not his older, stronger brothers who stood head and 
shoulders above him.   
 
I think most of us probably take comfort in these biblical tales of the undersized, underdog 
ascending to favor, and similarly appreciate it when the rich and powerful don’t get their way 
like we saw with the rich man who came to Jesus and went away shocked and grieving.  And 
yet if we are honest, we still want to be the rich man.  We still want to be the first, the best, the 
strongest, the most desirable.  We spend so much of our time, energy, and money putting on 
appearances, striving to be what we think we ought to be or what we think others want us to 
be.   
 
But ultimately we strive in vain.  Because deep down, what we really want, what we really 
desire, is not to be the first or the best, but for such things not to matter.   
 
In 1922, F. Scott Fitzgerald published a short story entitled, “Head and Shoulders.”  I was led 
to it as I was thinking about these stories, and I want to share it with you now in much 
abbreviated form.  But if you are not familiar with it, I also want to encourage you to look it up 
and read it for yourself2 – it is well worth it.  But for our purposes this morning, here is the story 
in brief: 
 
Horace Tarbox was 17 years old when he began work on his Master of Arts at Yale, having 
finished his work at Princeton University which he had begun at age 13 during the First World 
War.  Needless to say, he had a good mind.  You might call him a prodigy.  His life was lived in 
the realm of thoughts and philosophers and their books – in fact that’s really all his life 
consisted of until Marcia Meadow came and sat herself down on his easy chair one evening.   
 
Marcia Meadow was a visiting chorus girl in the musical “Home James.”  She was a beautiful 
blonde, whose specialty in the show was a shaky, shivery, celebrated dance in the last act.  
Horace’s cousin had made a deal with her to get her to pay a visit to old Horace.   
 
Horace had been particularly busy that night.  The failure of the French philosopher Laurier to 
appreciate the significance of the new realists was preying on his mind.  In fact, his only 
reaction to the initial knock on the door of his study was a speculation as to whether a knock 
would have actual existence without the existence of an ear to hear it.  But then as the story 
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goes, “life reached in, seized him, handled him, stretched him, and unrolled him like a piece of 
Irish lace on a Saturday-afternoon bargain- counter.”   
 
The showgirl made quite a disturbing impression on the prodigy, and the boy with his nose in 
the books suddenly became the boy with his lips pressed to Marcia Meadows’.  They were 
married within two months, and they got an apartment together in Harlem.  The marriage 
caused a bit of a stir in the academic circles at Princeton, as word got out that Horace Tarbox, 
child prodigy extraordinaire, was throwing away his career and his chance of being a world 
authority on American philosophy by marrying a chorus girl.  But that did not stop Horace and 
Marcia from finding happiness.  They playfully referred to themselves as “Head and Shoulders” 
– acknowledging his capacity of mind and the shaking shoulders that landed her on the stage.   
 
After a few months they made a deal with each other.  He agreed to get some much needed 
physical exercise by working out in the gym a few days a week.  She promised to get some 
needed mental exercise by reading some of the books that they had collected.  He would 
experiment on the trapeze for her, and she would chase some culture for him.  It was a fair and 
fitting arrangement.   
 
And one that proved to be quite advantageous when they learned that a baby was going to be 
born and the doctor told Marcia that she would need to quit dancing.  They needed some more 
money, and as Marcia told her husband…“Its up to the old head now, [because] shoulders is 
out of business.”  But because of his recent work in the gymnasium, Horace was able to land 
an extra job doing stunts on the trapeze at gymnastic exhibitions.  Meanwhile, inspired by her 
recent reading, Marcia used her extra time at home to write a book recounting stories from her 
own life.  Amazingly she was able to get it published, and it attracted attention far and wide.  In 
fact, it attracted the attention of the very same French philosopher whom Horace had been 
musing about on the evening when he and Marcia had first met.   
 
But perhaps most remarkable of all was the newspaper clipping that this philosopher produced 
when he came to meet the budding author in person.  It was a review of Marcia’s book, but it 
referred to them both.  This is what it had to say:  
 

A distinct contribution to American dialect literature.  No attempt at literary tone; the book 
derives its very quality from this fact, as did Huckleberry Finn.  Marcia Tarbox’s connection 
with the stage is not only as a spectator but as the wife of a performer.  She was married 
last year to Horace Tarbox, who every evening delights the children at the Hippodrome with 
his wondrous flying-ring performance.  It is said that the young couple have dubbed 
themselves Head and Shoulders, referring doubtless to the fact that Mrs. Tarbox supplies 
the literary and mental qualities, while the supple and agile shoulders of her husband 
contribute their share to the family fortunes.  Indeed, Mrs. Tarbox seems to merit that 
much-abused title – ‘prodigy’. 
 

There was more to Horace Tarbox and Marcia Meadows than met the eye.  But before they 
came into each others lives, no one would have ever known.   
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I think that this is how it is when we come to Jesus.  We are not seen simply as a head or a set 
of shoulders, a brilliant mind or beautiful body.  Nor are we seen as a rich man or a moral man, 
or a small, filthy young guy just come in from the sheep pasture.  We are seen just as we are – 
nothing more, nothing less.   

But like David, we have a higher calling.  Like the rich man who came to Jesus, we will be 
accepted as we are, but we will be asked to be something more.  And like Horace and Marcia 
Tarbox, we will be changed.  It may be our head, it may be our shoulders, or it may be our very 
selves.  But whatever it is, it will be good.  So when we come to Jesus, we come just as we 
are.  But when we go, we will go not as we came.  Thanks be to God 


