
 
 

 It is Jesus’ look that stands out. He looked at the man. The Greek word is 
“emblepsas,” which means, literally, “gaze.” Jesus is gazing at the man, looking deeply, 
intimately, in a way that lays bare his soul.  

 “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Already there’s a problem, since normally 
one does not do anything to inherit anything except get born and be loved. Jesus had said 
only two verses earlier that those who can “receive” the kingdom of heaven like a little 
child will enter it. Nothing there about “doing,” only “receiving.” Yet here is this man of 
means, asking what he has to do. 

 Jesus sets him straight about goodness and God, and when you think about it, 
that’s probably the only answer the man needs. Don’t call me good, there is no one good 
except God, says Jesus – Jesus of all people. If there’s no one good but God and if Jesus 
will not even call himself good, then where does that leave this man trying to earn his 
way into the kingdom of God?  

Jesus outlines only the commandments that have to do with loving neighbors as 
oneself, adding one about not defrauding. Perhaps it’s Jesus’ way of asking if the man is 
an ethical businessman. He is. He has come by his wealth honestly. He’s kept all these 
commandments from his youth.  

 That’s when Jesus looks at him, gazing at this honest rich man seeking after eternal 
life, and loves him. This is only one of two times in this gospel that Mark uses the word 
“love.” The words we expect next will be words of life, of hope, of healing. “One thing 
you lack…” and you know the rest. William Willimon says it is the only call story in all 
the gospels in which someone refuses to follow Jesus.1  

 
1 Willimon, William. “The Peril (and Promise) of Being Met by Jesus.” Day One Sermon, 2009. 
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Jesus turns his gaze from the man as he walks away back onto the disciples. “How 
hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” The disciples are 
perplexed. So Jesus says it again, adding this time that a camel has a better shot at 
passing through the eye of a needle than a rich person entering the kingdom of God. Now 
the disciples are simply shocked, and begin speaking among themselves. If this guy, who 
is wealthy, cannot be saved, then who can be saved? Everyone knows that wealth is a 
sign of God’s favor, and here is a man who is not only wealthy, but honest, a keeper of 
the commandments, trying really hard to do all the right things. If the honest rich can’t 
get in, pray tell who can? 

They are in good company, of course. Ever since Jesus spoke these words there 
have been many who have tried to soften the blow. Some scholars suggest that the needle 
is really a reference to a small entrance into the temple area where camels would have to 
be unloaded before they could get through. Others have said that the Greek word for 
camel, “kamelos,” is close to the word for rope, “kamilos,” and so Jesus may have been 
saying it is easier for a rope to pass through the eye of a needle. Both of these are 
intriguing, but when put in the context of the passage, make no sense. After all, Jesus is 
trying to show something that is impossible, not just hard.    

 Everyone is working hard to get the rich man into eternal life, into heaven, but 
Jesus keeps talking about the kingdom of God. The man wants to do something to inherit 
it; the disciples are stunned at the thought that if he can’t get it, they are doomed; and 
through the ages we’ve done all we can to make Jesus say something he really never said 
about it.  

 Jesus, meanwhile, takes the children into his arms and encourages all of us to 
receive the kingdom of heaven as little children; he reminds us that there is no one good 
but God; he uses an absurd image to portray the impossibility of entering the kingdom, all 
the while saying with God all things are possible; he tells us that following him will bring 
a new perspective on family and possessions, along with persecutions; and he identifies 
the kingdom as a place where “many who are first will be last and last will be first,” He 
invites us all, all who dare to take his name, to see the kingdom as sheer grace. It is 
impossible for any human, rich or poor, to do something to enter it. Instead, Jesus asks us 
to allow him to do something. In deep love, he offers to set us free. 



 Arthur Ashe, in his memoir, wrote, “I am glad I have enough money to live 
comfortably. I decided long ago that, on the whole, I much prefer having money to not 
having it. On the other hand, I also learned a long time ago what money can and cannot 
do for me. From what we get we make a living. What we give, however, makes a life.” 

 Life. That’s what Jesus offers us today as he gazes at us with eyes full of love, the 
kind of life not found in fat bank accounts, but only in being restored to the image of God 
in Christ, an image that has become so distorted it can hardly be recognized. This is 
surely what “Follow me” means. “The distortions come about by our own attempts to 
cram other images into our souls,”2 images we were never intended to have. We strive 
and strive to be a good-enough spouse, a good-enough parent, a good-enough worker, a 
good-enough Christian, and in our striving we miss the main thing, the thing itself, the 
Kingdom gazing at us in grace, inviting us to stop striving and start receiving. It is only in 
receiving that we can give, and it is only in giving that we find life. 

 And so today the invitation is two-fold. First, receive. That’s all. Receive the gift 
Christ offers. And it is a gift – to no longer be identified with the image of success or 
wealth or fame or winning, to cease all the striving after perfection that causes us to 
compare ourselves to others and kills our joy. It may be the hardest thing any of us can 
“do,” because it doesn’t involve so much doing as trusting, as receiving. 

 I watched some of the congressional hearings about Facebook this week with 
dismay. According to Facebook’s own internal documents, thirty-three percent of teenage 
girls who use the site come away feeling worse about their bodies. And I recall all the 
times I come away from Facebook or Instagram thinking, “Wow, so-and-so seems so 
happy. They are happier than me.” Or they have a bigger home, a more impressive 
vacation, a nicer car. Facebook has merely tapped into one of the oldest of human 
problems – wanting more and more, approaching Jesus asking what must I do to have 
what you are offering? 

 What liberation it is to hear, “Only one thing you lack.” Only one thing. Go and set 
down whatever it is in you that keeps you from receiving the gift of grace. Relinquish the 
need to do it yourself.  

 The church, our church and so many others, stands before an uncertain time, not 
sure what the future holds on the other side of the pandemic. And it is tempting for us to 
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cast about, asking fervently, feverishly, “What must we do?” The word for us is the same, 
is it not, as it was to the anxious rich man – “One thing you lack.” Set down the need to 
do anything, remember the waters of baptism, where we receive the gift, unearned, a gift 
we walk in today. Allow those waters to help you remember who you are and whose you 
are.  

 And then, the second thing – Christ bids us, follow me. It is in the following that 
we learn the way of generosity, the way of Christ. We do not know how things turned out 
for the rich man. The text is silent. I hope he went away challenged to see his wealth and 
privilege not as a burden to be protected and hoarded, but a gift to be shared. I hope he 
felt himself coming to life, little by little, the more he relinquished, the more he shared. I 
hope that when he came to his end, he was able to look back on his life and measure it 
not by what he got, but by what he gave; and that even as he measured it, he recognized it 
was all gift, all grace, all flowing from the font, all flowing from the One with whom all 
things are possible.  

Jesus is gazing at us today with eyes of love, as individuals and as a church, 
offering to set us free. We may be tempted to ask the wrong question, “What do I need to 
do?” But don’t be surprised if you hear Jesus say, “There is nothing to do. But there is 
one thing you lack…”  

We can hear this word from our Savior, for he is the one who also says, “With 
God, all things are possible.” Amen. 


