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 Our Scripture lesson this morning comes from Mark’s gospel, 10:17-31. It’s a story 
about a man who comes to Jesus looking for advice. Or maybe just looking for 
affirmation. But Jesus’ answer is not what he expects. And it’s not what we would expect 
either. 
 

The man wants an easy answer. 
But Jesus offers him transformation. 
And the man walks away, grieving. 

 
The story comes in three parts, so I’d like to look at it one section at a time. We start with 
verses 17-22. 
 

*** 
 

17As Jesus was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked 
him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 

18Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. 19You 
know the commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You 
shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father 
and mother.’”  

20He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.”  
 
21Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you 

own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, 
follow me.”  

22When he heard this, the man was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many 
possessions. 
 

*** 
 
1. A federal judge once told me that he never really understood the Christian faith 

until he went through rehab and started participating in AA. 
 
He said been in church all his life.  
He’d been an elder. He was a wonderful guy, respected in the church and community.  
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But somehow, he says, just missed the point. 
 
But then his friends and his pastor confronted him. And told him that things needed to 

change. His drinking which he thought he was hiding was killing him and hurting his 
relationships. 

 
He was shocked and grieved. But he went to rehab. And joined AA and went through 

the 12 steps. And he said that he began to see everything differently. He began to change. 
And somehow, he began to understand what he’d been missing in all these years of 
church.  

 
When I preached he often handed me a note on the way out of church saying you were 

preaching on step 3 today, or your sermon reminded me of step 6. 
 
A few years ago, I read a book by Richard Rohr called Breathing Under Water: 

Spirituality and the Twelve Steps. Rohr says that we’ll all addicts, we’re just addicted to 
different things.  He says that some addictions are easy for others to see and some are not, 
but we’re almost never aware of our own addictions. 

 
And then Rohr says this,  
Addiction is a modern name and honest description of what the Biblical tradition called 

‘sin’ and what medieval Christians called ‘passions’ or ‘attachments.’  
They both recognized that serious measures or practices were needed to break us out of 

these illusions and entrapments. 
 
And I wonder if that what’s happening in our Scripture lesson this morning. Jesus sees 

that this rich man has been trapped by an illusion. He’s caught up in this pattern of 
thinking and acting that is a dead end. But he can’t escape on his own. 
 
So, Jesus proposes a radical solution. “Sell all that you have. Give the money to the poor. 
And then come, and follow me.” 

 
If sin is just breaking a few rules, then this seems crazy. 
 
If being a Christian just means keeping God’s commandments, then this seem 

shocking. But what if sin is more like an addiction.  
 
What if sin is a power that takes a hold of us?  
What if it is something that hides itself? 
What if we need something more than easy answers or more commandments? 
What if we need transformation? 
 
Jesus sees what the man cannot. 
And so, he makes this radical suggestion. 
“Sell what you have. Give the money to the poor. Then come, and follow me.” 
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I think the man is looking for an easy answer. 
But Jesus offers him transformation. 
Jesus offers him a whole new life. And the man walks away, because he’s not ready to 

let go of his old life. 
 
There is another book on this same topic of spirituality and addiction called Finding 

Our Way Home: Addictions and Divine Love.  It’s written by Killian Noe who runs a 
treatment center for the Church of the Savior in Washington DC. Her ministry uses the 
12-step program. They also look for concrete ways to help their guests experience God’s 
love for them. 

And she, like Rohr, thinks we’re all addicts, and we all have something to learn from 
AA.  

 
Noe writes,  
I have come to believe that God’s dream is to pour out love into each and every human 

being at deeper and deeper levels .... And in the process, God uses our lives to reveal that 
transforming love to others.  

The problem [she says,] is that some of us are too distracted by our own addictions to 
cooperate with God.” 

 
 
She says,  
All of us were born into a culture that is addicted to power, prestige, control, money, 

acquiring, approval, security, violence, sensation, pleasure, busyness, doing - that list 
goes on.  

And, no matter how weary we may be of our surrounding culture, none of us fully 
escapes living under the influence of this dominant, addictive environment. 

 
I think we’re all looking for easy answers. And I think we all hide our addictions, 
even from ourselves. But what we need is transformation. 

 
*** 

 
2. Jesus’ disciples are also shocked. Listen to Mark 10:23-27. 

 
23Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for those 

who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!”  
 
24And the disciples were perplexed at these words.  
But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! 25It 

is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to 
enter the kingdom of God.”  

26The disciples were greatly astounded, and they said to one another, “Then who can be 
saved?” 27Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; 
for God all things are possible.” 
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The first three steps of the 12 step program are: 
1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - that our lives had become 

unmanageable. 
2. We came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 
3. We made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we 

understood God. 

 
And that sounds a lot like Jesus message here. He wants his disciples to recognize that 

there are all sorts of things that can distract us and even entrap us. It might be wealth or 
power or prestige or ego or image. The list goes on. Too often we can’t see these patterns 
of thought or behavior and we can’t escape them on our own. But what is impossible for 
us is possible for God. 

 
Of course, the Christian name of this is grace. 
God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves.  
God forgives and heals and brings new life. 
 
But there is a cost. 
The healing or transformation always involves a kind of death: 
Death to the image of ourselves we’ve been clinging too; 
Death to assumptions that have shaped our lives; 
Death to our independence from God and from each other. 
 
That’s what AA calls surrender.  
It’s what the Christian tradition calls repentance or conversion. 
That’s what Jesus is asking the rich man to do. 
And I think that’s what Jesus is inviting us to do. 
 
Now, there is a balance here between God’s grace and our response.  
God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. But God does not force his grace 

upon us. He waits for us to respond. But there is grace even in our response. Rohr says, 
“God is humble, and never comes if not first invited, but God will find some clever way to 
get invited.” 

 
God lets us walk away. But I think he also follows us and waits for another opportunity. 
 

It’s not easy to enter God’s kingdom. It’s not easy to escape the addictions that 
entrap us. Left to ourselves it is impossible. But for God all things are possible. 
 

*** 
 
3. Now despite their confusion, the disciples have responded to Jesus’ invitation to 

follow. And that’s where the story turns next. Listen to Mark 10:28-31. 
 
28Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed you.”  
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29Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters 
or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good 
news, 30who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, 
mothers and children, and fields with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life.  

31But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” 
 
There is a cost to discipleship, but there are also great blessings. I don’t think Jesus is 

teaching what you see on television – the version of faith called the “prosperity gospel.” 
Jesus is not telling the disciples that if they give away what they have God will make 
them even richer. But Jesus is saying that there will be blessings. God will take care of 
their needs and more. 

 
We have had a house without power for three days now. But there are probably a 

hundred people or more who would open their homes to me and Elaine if we need it. And 
if the power does not come soon we might.There are blessings that come when we live 
together in community. 

 
It might seem strange that Jesus adds to this list of blessings that little phrase, “with 

persecutions.” I think Jesus just wants to make clear that the blessings and the challenges 
come all mixed together. But the blessings are still real. 
 

I remember meeting a missionary once, a Scottish doctor who spent his life on the 
mission field in Africa. He said that when he went home people seemed to want to hear 
about all the hardships he endured serving in Africa. I spent 13 weeks with him at that 
mission station, and I was very aware of all I was giving up.  

 
But somehow this doctor didn’t seem to notice any of it. He just saw the blessings. He 

said, “I don’t feel like I’m giving up anything to be here. I just feel lucky to be here, to be 
a part of this community, and to use my gifts in such a meaningful way.” 

 

The disciples have left everything to follow Jesus. The cost is real. But so are the 
blessings. They have gained so much more than they have lost. 

 
*** 

 
I’ll confess that I sometimes still feel like this man who ran up to Jesus. 
I’m trying to do everything right. and outwardly everything seems pretty good. 
But I sometimes wonder if I’m missing something, something that’s hard for me to see. 
 
I signed up to take a class this fall with the Servant Leadership School over at Holy 

Trinity. It’s a two-year program with four classes. The first three classes all have to do 
with the inward journey, and then the final class it about the outward journey. So, three 
classes on what it means to be a servant and one class on what it means to lead. 



 
6 

Their basic assumption is that if we don’t get the inward journey right then it’s hard to 
get the outward journey right. What we need is not just information but transformation. 

 
For me that transformation seems to be a life long journey. 
It means being honest about my addictions, those patterns of thinking and behaving that 

create obstacles to receiving the new life God wants for me. 
And then being willing to surrender, to let God do for me what I cannot do for myself. 
 
I know I’ve still got work to do on this journey. And I’m guessing that you may too. 
 
So, we need to let Jesus open our eyes.  
We need to surrender, as hard as that may be.  
And then we’ll experience the new life God offers. 


