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Our readings today, when taken together, remind me of a circle dance that revolves around the three themes of wisdom, goodness, and love. The author of the Book of Wisdom says that through Wisdom, he receives wealth beyond counting; whereas the author of the Letter to the Hebrews compares God’s Word to a double-edged sword that can penetrate the deepest level of the thoughts and intentions of the heart, making us accountable to God who knows us well! And in today’s gospel reading from Mark, the anxiety is palpable of the earnest rich young man seeking the advice of Jesus, whom he calls Good Teacher. Jesus essentially tells him that keeping the commandment is well and good, but the one thing necessary is prioritizing the relationship with God over earthly wealth and possessions. We can identify with the young man’s perplexity. How human is the tendency to prioritize independence and self-sufficiency, and to look down on those who are dependent! We too are being reminded that following Jesus cannot be done without renunciation – renunciation of the sense of our own self-sufficiency. This is not to say that material is evil, only the prioritization of material wealth over being at-one with God’s Word and God’s Wisdom! Our very human temptation is to rely on one’s wealth or status or abilities as a substitute for trust in God alone. It is a warning that riches of any kind can, and often do, occupy first place in people’s hearts – leaving the kindom in second place. And what does this imply for human connections, not to mention our connections to the rest of creation? The Wisdom Tradition challenges popular wisdom about the righteousness of people of wealth and influence who trust in those possessions. The problem with possessions is that they can come to possess their owners! 


So, zeroing right in on the dilemma of the rich young man, he cannot relinquish his “goods” because he cannot see clearly where “THE good” resides! He thinks of God’s rewards as something to be inherited (ostensibly because he has kept all of the commandments); and so, he acts as if they are essentially  some thing or things to be possessed (to which he is entitled). He does not understand that the inheritance that God offers arises out of a life in relationship with God and through all else that lives. So here we have a person who calls Jesus “good,” but does not really know how to identify the good, and therefore does not know what he is saying. We have a person who wants an inheritance, but who does not understand that inheritance cannot be reduced to abstract wealth. Therefore, the rich young man does not understand what he wants. We have someone who is lost, even though he keeps the commandments and, in his own view, has been rewarded with wealth. Nevertheless, Jesus, looking at this earnest young person, “loves him.”

Here we come to the third (and most important) theme of this passage: LOVE. Jesus’ call and challenge to the rich man arises from love, and invites the man into love (“Give the money to the poor,” suggests Jesus). The invitation is not a command or a judgment, not an attempt to exact justice; it is, rather, an attempt to encourage gratuity on the young man’s part. To love this young person, Jesus has to tell him the hard truth, that his wealth is in his way. So Jesus invites him, as an act of love, to unload his burden, to give away his wealth, to free himself from that which has come to bind him, even though he has no idea he is so bound. This is love. This is the truth, and it is hard to hear.

“You lack one thing,” Jesus tells him, and in so doing, turns this man’s self-understanding on its head, for he is rich after all! Paradoxically, his abundance has created a lack, and he can fill the lack only if he divests himself of what he perceives as abundance. Dispossession is not an end in itself; it is part of this man’s path to an end that offers true plenitude. 

We might say that the rich man in Mark’ story has been too content with his riches. His riches are “goods” but fail to be “good,” so they fail to mediate the infinite joy God offers us. Instead, they become for him a hindrance, restricting his gaze, and making him settle for less, because they look to him like the best offer around. But Jesus bestows a different kind of abundance, a different kind of reward, in which goods become good by being circulated, both given and received, so that neither poverty nor self-denial becomes the final word for anyone’s life. Instead, all are offered treasure in heaven, even as all participate in the flow of goods in this life – a  participation that transforms our weak desires into a robust appetite for God’s kindom.

Jesus’ teaching in the case of the rich young man (and in light of his response to the disciples who seem anxious at hearing his teaching which turns popular wisdom on its head) – Jesus’ teaching shifts the goal of the religious life from getting oneself into heaven to expanding the self one will have when one reaches the end of life’s journey, from saving one’s soul to making one’s soul! -A life-long task of cultivating wisdom, humility, righteous anger, loving-kindness, mercy and hospitality. This is the path down which Jesus attempts to send each and every seeker.

Or: in the immortal words of Oscar Hammerstein II, lyricist for the Broadway hit,  The Sound of Music
A bell is no bell til you ring it.

A song is no song til you sing it.

Love in your heart wasn’t put there to stay.

Love isn’t love til you give it away
