‘THERE IS ONE THING YOU LACK’ – By Dom Leo Maidlow Davis

Hebrews 4:12-13

Mark 10:17-30

‘Rabbi, is it true that you never answer a question directly, but always come straight back with another one?’

‘Who told you that, my son?’

‘Good master, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’

‘Why do you call me good?’

A good question deserves another good question in return.

Why does the man call Jesus good? Why is he kneeling in front of him?  It is an ingratiating, servile form of approach. Why do we sometimes want to ingratiate people who can do something important for us? Is it to control them while appearing to be utterly compliant? 

The man in the Gospel knows that something is wrong in his life; wrong enough to make him run up to Jesus and interrupt him when he is already focused on an important mission. But perhaps he is at the same time shielding himself from the painful remedy he suspects Jesus will demand from him. He wants to be healed, but only on his own terms. Fundamentally he knows what his own problem is, yet he is hoping that Jesus will reassure him that there is no problem, or at least a different and less fatal one, and that his life can go on as before. Have you ever approached Jesus in that way?

But Jesus is a good doctor; he conducts a thorough examination against the check-list of the commandments. It is an interesting version, specially tailored for this patient. In Matthew’s telling of the story the man is young and Jesus gives him a young man’s version of the commandments. You will notice that there is nothing about God or the Sabbath in the list – no religion. ‘Honour your father and mother’ can be much more difficult than honouring God, especially when you are young. It is not in the area of religion that the man’s problem lies. There is an extra commandment that Jesus slips in; you won’t find it in the usual list, ‘You must not defraud’. Here we are getting warm. The problem is love of money.

Now comes the diagnosis. It is very tough and Jesus knows how costly the healing he proposes will be and how much it will hurt. 

‘Jesus looked steadily at him and loved him.’ 

‘There is one thing you lack. Go and sell everything you own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.’ 

The blow has fallen in exactly the spot where the man knew it would, and it is too painful for him to bear. Even having treasure in heaven and being permitted to follow Jesus on his journey is not sufficient compensation. ‘…his face fell at these words and he went away sad, for he was a man of great wealth.’

This is a story of failure and it is a dismal one for this congregation to hear, where so many of us are rich men. Jesus’ word has fallen into ground where it has been choked by thorns. ‘The worry of the world and the lure of riches choke the word and so it produces nothing’.

But the word of God is never dead: ‘… it is something alive and active; it cuts like any double-edged sword.’

In about 285 a young man in Egypt heard Jesus’ words in Egypt, being read in Church during the Sunday Eucharist. In his heart they found good soil; he went and gave all he possessed to the poor and followed Jesus as a monk, becoming one of the greatest influences in building up monastic and community life in Christendom. He was St Antony. 

In 1208 a young man called Francis heard at Mass Jesus’ words to his disciples, telling them to take nothing with them for their journey in the service of the Kingdom of Heaven. Francis of Assisi became one of the greatest and most influential saints who have yet lived.

You do not know how the Word of God is going to work in your life. But do not despair and go away sad. Listen and try to be obedient. ‘For men it is impossible, but not for God; because everything is possible for God.’

