A World of Questions: What Do You Deserve?

Mark 10:17-31


Today we begin a journey through some of the stories in Mark’s gospel. One of the things that ties these stories together is that each contains a question. Sometimes Jesus poses the question, and sometimes he receives the inquiry. Either way, the response may surprise us.


The story that today’s reading from Mark tells also appears in Matthew and Luke. The story is so familiar that we tend to mush the details together. We combine Matthew’s description of the man as young with Luke’s portrayal of the man as a ruler. But no young ruler appears in Mark’s account. Just an unnamed man who runs up, kneels in front of Jesus, and asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”


There’s nothing in Mark’s telling of this story that indicates the man is anything less than open and straightforward. He doesn’t seem hypocritical or arrogant when he says he’s followed the laws of his faith tradition since he was young. Instead, he seems to be someone who’s done all the things he’s supposed to do and yet still feels that something isn’t quite right or complete about his life. He seems to be somehow empty and grappling with an inner hunger for something more.


But listen to his question one more time: What must I do to inherit eternal life? There’s a contradiction. This man seems to believe that he can control what he’s to receive from God. If he just does the right thing, he’ll ensure that he gets what he deserves.


We’re probably not surprised by Jesus’ response that there’s nothing this man—or anyone else—can do to deserve God’s gift of life. It is, after all, a gift. What the man needs is to let go of the thing that prevents him from being able to accept that gift.


The surprise in this question-driven story is a detail that appears only in Mark. It’s not there in Matthew or Luke’s telling of the story. Mark tells us that Jesus looks at the man and loves him. Mark is sparse in his inclusion of details or descriptions, so there’s something surprising and powerful about his noting Jesus’ love for this man.


Jesus looks at this man and sees him clearly. Sees what’s missing from his life. Sees what he needs to become whole.


And then out of love Jesus tells the man what he needs to do. Jesus’ instructions aren’t a rebuke or harsh discipline. Instead Jesus offers the man what he most needs, what will give him a reason to live truly and fully.


Out of love, Jesus understands that the whole-hearted discipleship that will bring this man life can’t take place unless the man is willing to severe the ties that bind him, ties that are so intense that they prevent him from embracing God’s gift of life.

The great preacher and New Testament scholar Fred Craddock writes, “The man asked a big question and he got a big answer; small answers to ultimate questions are insulting.” Craddock understands that the man has asked the big question, the one each of us asks in one way or another. The question that gets to the heart of the matter, that seeks the path we’re to follow.

And Jesus’ response is simple, which doesn’t mean that what he calls the man to do is easy. By simple I mean that Jesus doesn’t offer a complicated set of steps the man must take or a complex set of beliefs he must adopt. Jesus’ response simply goes to the heart of what this man needs. He offers the man an opportunity to accept a new definition of himself and, in doing so, to experience life as his true self.

This call to be who we truly are—rather than trying to get what we think we deserve—seems to be key to Jesus’ teaching.

I saw a good friend last week and somehow our conversation turned to the story of Mary and Martha. The one in which Jesus seems to scold Martha after she’s done all the work of cleaning and cooking and serving while her sister Mary just sits around and listens to Jesus. This story bothers my friend. She wishes Jesus would tell Mary to lend a hand so that both of the sisters could have time to sit with Jesus.

But for me this story isn’t about Mary. It’s about Martha. And again, Jesus—out of love—sees what she needs most. She needs to let go of the busyness that she’s allowed to dominate and define her life. Jesus offers her a new definition—that of disciple. But she has to decide whether to accept that gift.

Earlier this week in our Wednesday-morning Bible study we explored the story of a man who’d been sick for almost forty years. In spite of the excuses the man offers when Jesus asks if he’d like to be made well, Jesus sees the man clearly. He sees what the man needs to let go of if he’s to live fully and freely. But the question is whether the man will accept a new definition of himself—one in which he’s no longer bound by old patterns and understandings. Will he be whole—or still broken and alienated?

 Today we’ve been blessed to see three young adults accept the gift of baptism. In doing so, each is accepting a new definition of who he or she is. All of them have been willing to put down something so they can embrace God’s gift of life with open arms. Each has been willing to accept the love that provides them with a new identity and direction, a love that calls them to travel the path of becoming their true selves.


In 1984 the novelist and poet Reynolds Price began what he describes as a four-year “collision with spinal cancer and paralysis.” In his memoir A Whole New Life, Price recalls the first surgery that failed to stop the tumor; the radiation treatment that destroyed the nerves in his spine and the use of his legs; the overprescribed pain-killing drugs that left him useless as a writer and a friend; and the family, friends, and colleagues who rallied around him.


Price spent the ten years after his diagnosis trying to recover his lost life. He writes that it would have been far better if someone had walked up to his hospital bed on day one and said, “Reynolds Price is dead. Who will you be now?”


It was only when he let go of his old life and opened himself to a new identity that he experienced transformation. Now clear of cancer though not cured, Price has a new life not only as a paraplegic but as a renowned writer whose creative energies have rebounded.


In his memoir, he concludes, “I’ve lead a mainly happy life.” And then he astonishingly adds, “I know that this new life is better for me.”


This morning may we come, asking our deepest questions and voicing our deepest concerns. Then may we listen carefully for the answer we most need to hear—and let go of whatever might stand in the way of our responding to the call that’s given to us in love. And may we seek not what we deserve but what will allow us to live fully and freely as our true selves. Amen.
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