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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

First, here’s a PSA from your stewardship committee: Reading the
story of the rich young man in today’s gospel marks the official
start of stewardship season in the Episcopal Church. So you’ll all
find a very nicely composed letter in your mailboxes. 

Now, here’s a thing you all need to know, if you don’t already: The
goal of the Christian life is not to go to heaven when we die. That
idea is something that’s been common, mainly among Protestants,
for centuries. And it’s based on two things: 1. A not very careful
reading of Scripture; and 2. An ancient Gnostic heresy that was
shot down by the early Church, but has kept popping up in various
ways ever since. The Gnostics were the ones whose false teaching
led to the Church producing the Creed that we say every Sunday
and holy day. The Creed is a summary of the absolute essentials of
Christian belief. And the reason we say it every Sunday and holy
day is in order for it to sink deep into our consciousness, so that
when we hear a Gnostic idea being pushed, like e.g. the claim that
Jesus isn’t really God, we’ll immediately think, “Wait a minute,
he’s ‘God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God...
of one being with the Father,’ which means that he really is God.” 

The Gnostic idea about heaven is this: They believed that the
physical world is hopelessly corrupt, in spite of the fact that, as it
says at the beginning of the Bible, “God saw everything that he had
made, and indeed, it was very good” (Gen 1:31). Furthermore, they
taught that God, who in their thinking is only in charge of this
planet, and is not the Creator “of all that is, seen and unseen,” has
provided an escape from this corrupt world, but only for a limited
number of people. The human body, the Gnostics taught, is so

corrupt that the chosen few will be forever freed from their bodies
when they die, so that their souls will live in infinite disembodied
freedom. Now, how similar does that sound to what some of you–
and I– learned as small children? We’ve got to try our hardest to be
good so that when we die, our souls will go to heaven, and we’ll
get a nice little pair of wings so that we can flutter among the
clouds and play our little golden harps for ever. That, as our
evangelical brethren say, “ain’t in the Bible.”

What you will find in the Bible is St Paul teaching that all the dead
will be raised (1Cor 15:51-55), and stood before the judgment seat of
Christ to be judged, not on whether we earned eternal life for
ourselves by being good enough, but on whether we repented of
our failings and trusted in Christ to redeem us. You’ll also find St
John describing “a new heaven and a new earth,” and “the new
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven,” and God himself saying
that his home will be among his people in the new Jerusalem that
will be established on the renewed earth (Rev 21:1-3). And once
established, here we will remain, and death, pain and suffering will
have been done away. And if you take seriously what Jesus and the
writers of Scripture have to say, you’ll find that you won’t want to
spend eternity fluttering around in a disembodied heaven, but right
here on earth enjoying the fulfilled promises of God. What you
won’t find in the gospels is people asking Jesus about how to get
to heaven when they die.

Instead you’ll find people like the man in today’s gospel who asked
Jesus, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life,” or as
we say in the Creed, “the life of the world to come?” The first thing
Jesus says in response is, “Why do you call me good? No one is
good but God alone.” He’s not saying that he’s not good, or that
he’s not God. He’s acknowledging that the man is on the right
track by coming to him with that question, and also attempting to
lead him to the understanding that Jesus is good because he is God.
So far in Mark’s gospel we’ve seen the religious leaders constantly
testing Jesus, to see if his words and deeds measure up to the law



and the prophets. But this man genuinely wants to know how he
can take part in the life of God, the life of the world to come. It
wouldn’t have been an unusual question in those days; and various
Jewish groups offered various answers. 

The Pharisees taught that you’ve got to live by the rules, not just
the basic law of Moses, but also the rules that were added later as
a cushion to keep the people from even coming close to breaking
the law of Moses. The Pharisees were legalistic and moralistic,
which is why Jesus was so critical of them, and why they grew
increasingly determined to get rid of him. Another group, the
Essenes, who lived in the desert like monks, also taught that it was
by strictly obeying the law, but also by abandoning the world and
living like them that one could inherit eternal life. And every group
at the time would have encouraged the seeker to join them, so that
they’d know for sure they were in. If you were to put that question
to different Christian groups today, you’d get a variety of answers,
some of which go beyond what Jesus and the apostles have to say
about it, and some of which have lost sight of what Jesus and the
apostles say, though most would say what Jesus said. And of
course they’d all invite you to join their church, which is a good
thing, because you need to be an active member of a church, and
eternal life begins at baptism.

In this instance Jesus gives an answer custom-made for the man
who’s asking. “You know the commandments,” he says, and then
he rattles off a few of them. “I’ve kept them all since I was young,”
the man says. Well, there’s one more thing you need to do, Jesus
says, “go sell everything you own, and give the money to the poor,
and you’ll have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” He was
probably expecting Jesus to assign him an additional spiritual
exercise, or to put a sharper definition on the law. So this came as
quite a shock, especially since, as Mark says, the guy “had many
possessions.” In fact what Jesus told him to do is an important
spiritual exercise, and what he said does put a sharper definition on
the law, because it confronted the man’s idolatry and challenged

him to deal with it. It’s ultimately a question of worship, of what
is of greatest worth to a person.

You can put that challenge in question form for a broader audience
by saying, What is it that you value above everything else?, i.e.
What is the object of your worship? Is it wealth, or power, or the
need to be somebody in this world? Or is it the thing you’re
addicted to, like drugs or gambling? Because when you’re addicted
to something you have no choice but to worship it by spending
everything you’ve got to feed it. So essentially what Jesus is saying
to the man is that he’s got to put God ahead of everything else in
his life, to make God the supreme object of his worship, and to
make what’s most important to God most important to himself.
And that comes back to the commandments. 

The Ten Commandments, which Jesus referred to, are a summary
of the entire law of Moses. The essence of everything in the 613
commandments of the Jewish law can be boiled down to what’s in
these ten. And these ten Jesus boiled down even further to just two: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the first and
greatest commandment. And a second is like it: “You shall love
your neighbor as yourself.” On these two commandments hang
all the law and the prophets.  (Mt 22:37-40)

In other words, every other commandment of God is an outworking
of these two. So what’s most important to God for the good of his
people is that we understand, first, that he is our Creator whose
love for us is greater than anybody else’s love for us, and second,
that we are responsible to him for the welfare of every other
person, and that we are to love every other person with his kind of
unconditional love. So to sacrifice everything for the love of God,
and for the love of others is what ought to be most important to us,
as it is to God. That fundamentally is how we express our worship
of God. And by being faithful in these two things is how we inherit
eternal life.



“When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for
he had many possessions.” We don’t know if he thought it over and
came back later to take up the challenge– the gospels don’t say.
But the fact that he came to Jesus earnestly seeking an answer to
his question, and addressing him as “Good teacher,” gives us hope
that he did at some point give his life to Christ, and his riches to the
poor. If you do that, Jesus told him, you’ll have treasure in heaven.
Not that he’s going to go there to enjoy it some day, but that he’ll
collect it when the new heaven and the new earth appear in all their
glory. Meanwhile it will be kept safe for him in the Bank of New
Jerusalem. Once you’ve done all that, Jesus says to him, “then
come, follow me.” 

This presents Jesus with what we call a teachable moment. “How
hard it will be,” he says to his disciples, “for those who have
wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” They “were perplexed at
these words,” Mark says. It was a fairly common belief among
pagans back then that wealth was a sign that the gods were smiling
on you. And lots of Jews believed it too, even though the Old
Testament clearly refutes it. That’s not so hard for us to imagine,
given the number of prosperity gospel preachers that are on TV
telling us how God wants to bless us all with material wealth, and
how we need so send some of it to them to pay for their private
jets. Yet Jesus says that “it’s easier for a camel to go through the
eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of
God.” I watched a prosperity gospel guy try to explain that away
by claiming that there was a gate in Jerusalem that had a low
ceiling so that camels had to stoop to get through it, and that the
gate was called the Eye of the Needle. Therefore, the guy said, it’s
not really as hard as Jesus makes it out to be for a rich person to
enter the kingdom. So I looked it up, and guess what– there never
was such a gate!

Now Jesus isn’t saying that there’s anything wrong with being rich.
Money itself isn’t evil, but the one who possesses it can become
awfully attached to it. And some who don’t have any can become

envious to the point of trying to steal it. It’s the inordinate love of
it, or desire for it, that’s the problem. Paul tells Timothy that “the
love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness
to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced
themselves with many pains” (1Tim 6:10).

Well at first, Mark says, the disciples were “perplexed” at Jesus’
words. But after that remark about the camel and the needle he says
they were “greatly astounded.” They’ve just been hit between the
eyes with the hard truth about a long-held wrong idea. “Then who
can be saved?” they said. It’s impossible for humans to save
themselves, Jesus says, not even with all the money and resources
in the world. But anything’s possible for God. He’s underscoring
a fundamental truth about salvation and why it could only be
achieved by the Son of God becoming human. No amount of
human effort or ingenuity can reconcile us to God, even though, as
God demonstrates in the Old Testament and in the letter to the
Hebrews, what’s required to reconcile humanity to himself is the
life of a perfectly sinless victim, which had to be one of our own.
That’s why the Son of God became the Son of Man. He’s perfectly
sinless because he’s perfectly God. And because he’s also perfectly
human, only he was good enough to be the atoning sacrifice, as
well as the high priest good enough to offer it. That’s what today’s
second lesson is talking about. And we’ll get a little deeper into
that next week.

Then Peter says, “Look, we’ve left everything to follow you.” And
Jesus reassures them all that their sacrifice won’t go unrewarded. 
“There’s not one of you who has left your home and your families 
for my sake and for the Gospel, who won’t receive much more in
this age– houses, family, fields, with persecutions– and eternal life
in the age to come.” That sounds really confusing, but what he
means is that whoever is willing to follow him in this age, even if
it means being rejected by their loved ones, will gain a much
bigger family, the Church. And they’ll always find a warm
welcome from their brothers and sisters in Christ. But they’re still



liable to be hunted down and persecuted by the enemies of Christ.
However, it will all have been worth it in the end. 

So bottom line: If you love Jesus and you’ve got something to
share with your neighbor, share it. As Jesus says elsewhere, “give,
and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken
together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure
you give will be the measure you get back” (Lk 6:38). But the one
option that’s not available to the true lover of Jesus is to withhold
what you’ve got in the face of a suffering neighbor. Because that
would be a pretty clear give-away that that person is not ready to
inherit the kingdom. Don’t walk away from Jesus because of the
tough things he says. Embrace them, wrestle with them, be
changed by the love with which he says them. And then you will
hear him say, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Mt

25:34).  In the Name of...
a.m.d.g.
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