
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost 2014

The rich young man

On the face of it our gospel reading for this Sunday seems fairly 
straightforward and unambiguous. A young man, one of the nobility 
and upper class of the Jewish nation approaches Jesus with a question.  
He has lived uprightly according to the law but feels that there may be 
some further good deed, (what the Jews would call a ‘mitzvah’), that 
could even more firmly secure for him a good place in the world to 
come. His understanding of religious life is common to most people and 
to most of the world’s religions. He believes in God and that having 
good things in this life, as well as in any future life, entails earning God’s 
favor through obedience to God’s laws and the  offering of God-
pleasing sacrifices.

He is not a bad person. His keeping of the Law is even enough for 
him to earn a place with the righteous. St. Mark tells us that Jesus, 
“looking upon him, loved him”, and loving him, Jesus offers him the 
opportunity to begin experiencing ‘eternal life’ right now as one of his 
Disciples. But just as the other Disciples had to leave the circumstances 
of their previous lives to follow Jesus, so must he also.

When the young man heard this call, however he was sorrowful. 
He was prepared to give away some money, even a lot of money, but 
not to break the mold of his past life so thoroughly. He had hoped that 
Jesus would give him some advice or task that could fit into his life as 
he knew it. He was not at all prepared to give up that life entirely. He 
liked his life and who can blame him? He had it good. So he went away 
disappointed and sad.



Jesus was also saddened by his choice. There is a bitter edge to his 
commenting, “amen I say to you, it is difficult for a rich man to enter 
into the kingdom of heaven.” Many people have assumed that Jesus is 
here indicating that it is somehow easier for poor people to enter the 
kingdom. But, that is nonsense. Poor people have their own, although 
somewhat different, temptations; resentment of the rich, envy, 
bitterness towards life and of course theft of various kinds. There is no 
spiritually ‘better’ human condition whether rich or poor, intelligent or 
ignorant, healthy or sick, gifted or seemingly bereft of gifts. Jesus’ final 
words of our reading today, “with man this is impossible, but with God 
all things are possible”, apply to every one of us.

Without Gods help, neither the rich nor the poor can be saved. 
“Without Me ye can do nothing,” said the Lord (John 15:5) Of course, if 
the rich were somehow specially disadvantaged spiritually, we
American Christians would be in trouble. As a group, we are after all, 
the wealthiest people in the history of the world.

So what are we to make of all this? How are we to gain some 
practical help from this morning’s Gospel lesson? I think it might be 
helpful to focus on the idea of breaking the mold or pattern of our lives 
and allowing ourselves to be reshaped, remolded along lines that are 
more conducive to receiving God’s help. Fortunately for most of us this 
occurs as a gradual and continuing process rather than as a sudden, 
radical, life or death moment of transformation. Certainly we will all 
experience ‘moments of truth’, decisions upon which the future shape 
and quality of our lives will depend. Yet, again for most of us, following 
Christ is a step by step journey into the eternal kingdom and, by 
extension, out of the temporal one. Christianity is therefore both a 
continual deepening of our relationship with Christ and also continual 



and progressive abandonment of worldly habits and ways of living. 
Here I am speaking exclusively to those who are already within, or 
actively on their way to entering the mystery and unique life of the 
Church. We, like the rich young man, have already claimed our 
inheritance in Christ Himself, as children of the Most High. We have 
already heard Christ’s call to come and follow Him and have 
experienced insofar as we are able the blessing of the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit and the infusion of Divine Life that is given to us through the 
Holy Liturgy and Sacred Mysteries.

For us, the challenge is to continue moving forward in the process 
of being transfigured by the Divine Energies of God. For each step 
forward will also require a new remolding of our way of life. Along the 
way many things about how we think, our opinions, our values, our 
sensibilities as well as our manner of living, even what we eat and 
when, what we do for relaxation or fun, what interests us and what 
does not – all this and more will become subject to change, to 
transfiguration, if we allow it.

Real Christian life can never be reduced to simply living according 
to some kind of status quo. Real life in Christ is always a ‘following’ of 
Christ, a journey that never ends in this life, and we are told, never ends 
in the next life. Christianity is always dynamic, alive and filled with new 
possibilities and challenges.

So, before we judge our rich young man too harshly, let us 
consider whether we have advanced upon this journey of faith even as 
far as he. The first steps given by God to Israel, (and thus to the young 
man), were the keeping of the Commandments and the Law of Moses. 
For the new Israel the first steps are the keeping of Christ’s 



Commandments and what might be called the Law of the Church. Are 
we doing this? Have we made the study of these Commandments and 
the Law of the Church first priority in determining our ways of living? 
Can we say with the young man, “all these things I have done since my 
youth up”?

Brothers and sisters, let us all take a timely warning from today’s 
Gospel and recommit ourselves to following Christ instead of the 
foolish vanities of our own opinions and ways of living. May God help us 
all to do this – and He will.

Amen


