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The holy gospel according to Mark.
17

As [Jesus] was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and
asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 18Jesus said to
him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. 19You know the
commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not
steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and
mother.’ ” 20He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.” 21Jesus,
looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and
give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow
me.” 22When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had
many possessions.
23
Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for
those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” 24And the disciples were
perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to
enter the kingdom of God! 25It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” 26They were greatly
astounded and said to one another, “Then who can be saved?” 27Jesus looked at
them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are
possible.”
28
Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed
you.” 29Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or
sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the
good news, 30who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers
and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions—and in the age to
come eternal life. 31But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”
The gospel of the Lord.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Early yesterday morning I was out walking the dog, and I
passed by a cul-de-sac where a dad was playing kickball
with his 3 kids. It looked like this: Dad was at bat… at kick?
The oldest, a like 4th grade boy was on 2nd base, the
youngest, a girl around kindergarten, was on third, and the
pitcher was the middle child, say second grade.
The kick ball was delivered, and the dad, showing amazing
restraint kicked a dribbler back to the mound. The second grader, after a bit of a

bobble, got control of the ball and looked around. You could see the wheels turning in
his mind. He knew what he was capable of. He looked over at his dad, who was
almost at first base and thought, “Too fast, too strong, not gonna get him.” He looked
back at his older brother, who wasn’t running. (I don’t think he was paying attention,
frankly.)
Then the little sister on third made a break for home. – younger, shorter, slower, this
was his chance. He took off after her. Now, little sister was smart. She knew she was
younger, shorter, slower - so she did some creative base running – instead of heading
home, she broke right, around a car parked in the cul-de-sac, up into the family’s
driveway, and was trying to cut back toward home when her brother caught up with her.
He did it. She was out! He knew what he wanted to achieve, and he went for it.
That game came back to me as I read the gospel yesterday. Here, too, was a man
who knew what he wanted to achieve, and he was going
for it. He was shooting for the moon. He said, “Good
Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Which
could easily be read, “How do I achieve my heart’s desire?
How do I get the greatest prize of all?)
Now before we go into this, I should probably mention that,
in the gospel of Mark, whenever someone calls Jesus
“teacher,” that person is about to get their mind blown
open. It happens again and again. The disciples are in a storm and say, “Teacher,
don’t you care that we are perishing?” before Jesus takes control of the weather.
People in the house where Jairus’ daughter has just died say, “Don’t bother the teacher,
she’s dead,” just before Jesus raises her from the dead. (Boom!)
So, this man runs up and kneels before Jesus and says, “Good teacher what must I do
to inherit eternal life?” And you know something mind blowing is in store. In response,
Jesus says 3 things, which I find intensely disturbing and maybe a little bit hopeful.
Disturbing but hopeful.
The first thing Jesus says is, “Why do you call me good?” Now that might have been a
social construct, like, “Aw, shucks, you flatter me.” But it does make us consider, “What
is good?” What is greatness? I was curious, so I asked Google. It sent me to a Time
magazine article listing the 100 greatest individuals in
historyi. Their greatness was determined statistically by
how well known they were, no matter what they’d done.
It looked at how much was written about these people,
how much they were studied, how many times they
were searched on the internet. Not surprisingly, Jesus
came in first, then, oddly enough, Napoleon, then
Mohammed, Shakespeare, and Lincoln. Interesting
study, but given that 90% of the list were white males of
European descent, I think it was a bit skewed.

How do we decide who is good? Who is great? Jesus says, “Only God is good.”
Which takes the whole idea of achieving greatness off the table – Yes, that is hard on
the ego, but perhaps we can remember then that goodness is what God gives to us
every moment. Abundance, talent, opportunity. And our work is to share it. That is
what great is.
The second thing Jesus points to is the commandments.
Now this man hears “commandments” and gets excited.
Here’s something he can do. Like getting the little sister out
at kickball, it’s achievable. “Teacher, I have kept all these
since my youth.”
But are commandments something we do as we strive to
be good or great? Or, are they guides for community? Do
we pick the commandments apart saying, well, this is killing, but that’s not so we can do
them? Or can we hear Jesus say, “do not even be angry with your brother or sister,” or
hear Martin Luther, say, “help and support them in all of life's needs.” Again, these are
things we cannot attain or check off the goodness list. They are gifts from God to help
us live as a community together. They are a way of life, in
which all people can thrive.
The third thing Jesus says is, “Sell all you have.” (Boom – this
is where our minds are blown open.) Who can do that? In
addition, I suspect Jesus is talking about more than
liquidating assets and giving away the family heirlooms. He’s
talking about giving up all that comes with wealth.
Richard Rohr puts it this way:
In my opinion there are three things that we need to let go of. First is the compulsion
to be successful. Second is the compulsion to be right – even, and especially, to be
theologically right. That’s an ego trip... Finally, there is the compulsion to be
powerful, to have everything under control. I’m convinced that these are the three
demons Jesus faced in the wilderness. And so long as we haven’t looked these
three demons in the face, we should presume that they’re still in charge.”ii
Being great, being right, being in control. That is what Jesus invites this man to let go
of. Achievement and competition are not what the reign of God is about. Winning, being
the best, getting my way are not what the reign of God is about. It is about seeing
reality in a different way (or as my friend Kara put’s it – “Seeing what is really real.”)
The gifts of God, the love of God, the riches of God’s
community are already here, all around us. The reign of
God, heaven itself is all around us. But our need for
success, being right, and for power are keeping us from
seeing what is right in front of us.

The mystics knew that. Many of the poor and powerless know it. Jesus is inviting us to
see that too. God’s reign is here, and God calls us to open our hands and our lives, set
down our striving, and build a community of sharing, welcome, and caring what
happens to every person the planet. This is a hard thing. There is a reason this man
went away grieving. His mind blown open; his world rocked. I’m not sure any of us can
do this -- alone. I know I can’t. I know I get caught up all the time in wanting to be
good, or right, or able to do what I want.
I said Jesus words were deeply disturbing. And a bit hopeful. A bit hopeful because
Jesus spoke out of love. It is out of love that Jesus invites us again and again to set
down our need for success and power. It is out of Love that Jesus placed us in a
community that continues to challenge us to see the world in a new way. It is out of
love that Jesus forgives us when we fail, and invites us once more to open our minds,
our hands, and our lives to all that we’re given and the way we can live out God’s reign
together. Amen.
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