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“What You Lack”
“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.”

By all accounts, no one could duplicate Johanna Yunker’s recipes.  My maternal grandmother was an “old
school” cook from Austria whose recipes were mostly in her head, and who relied on her sense of taste and
smell in cooking and baking.  While the family eventually convinced her to put her recipes in writing, no one
was able to make them exactly as she had.  No matter how faithfully her directions were followed, they always
seemed to be lacking some mysterious but important ingredient.  

There are occasions when someone’s efforts appear to be lacking one key element that prevents them from
being truly complete or masterful.  A musician may carefully practice a piece of music and perform it exactly as
it has been written, but that performance may lack a key element of passion or love of the music.  An actor
may memorize every word of dialogue and follow the director’s instructions to the letter, but her performance
falls flat because it appears to lack the emotion needed for an effective performance.  We may come home
after having a wonderful meal in a local restaurant and attempt to duplicate the dish we enjoyed, but what we
produce is a poor imitation of the real thing because it lacks one thing.

By all appearances, the young man in today’s Gospel lesson appears to have all the qualifications to become a
disciple of Jesus.  His sincerity is apparent in the opening sentence, when “as [Jesus] was setting out on a
journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, asking, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’”
(Mark 10:17).  He addresses Jesus with a title of respect, recognizing him as a learned man who has been set
apart as a teacher of the Torah (rabbi), and in kneeling before him show the respect that is appropriate to such
a person.  The young man believes that Jesus possesses the knowledge that he needs to “inherit eternal life,” a
recognition that one of Jesus’ own disciples states in the Gospel of John: “Lord, to whom can we go?  You have
the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68).  This would-be disciple appears ready to follow Jesus’ instructions to the
letter in order to receive what he believes only Jesus can offer.

Jesus’ response is typical of how many teachers of his time might respond to such a question.  At first, he
questions his would-be protégé as to whether he truly understands the words he is using: “Why do you call me
good?  No one is good but God alone.” (10:18).  Jesus wants to make certain to this young man and all of his
followers that his coming “does not replace God in any way, but represents the coming of God’s rule” (Pheme
Perkins).  Reference to God as the only one who is good recalls the words of the psalmist who calls out to God’s
people to “give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever.” (Psalm 136:1).  Jesus
then refers to the teachings of God in the Decalogue (The Ten 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.” (10:19).  In his role as a teacher, Jesus points this would-be student to the Law that
God revealed to God’s people through Moses, the teaching that would serve as their guide as to how they
were to live as God’s faithful people to be a light to all nations.

The young man’s immediate response is “teacher, I have kept all these since my youth” (10:20), and there is no
reason for us to doubt his sincerity.  Jesus takes him at his word, but also sees that even though he appears to
have all of the attributes and qualifications for discipleship, something is missing; so Jesus, “looking at him,
loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give it to the poor, and you will have
treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” (10:21).  Jesus extends the same call to discipleship that he has
issued to those who were among his followers, including Simon and Andrew when he invited them to “follow
me and I will make you fish for people.” (1:17).  But there is one requirement that the young man must fulfill



before he can become a follower of Jesus: he must divest himself of all his property and possessions.  As Simon
and Andrew – as well as James and John, the sons of Zebedee – had “left their nets and followed him” (1:18),
this would-be disciple needed to leave behind everything that would prevent him from being a follower of the
one who had left behind all he possessed in order to become the Savior of all: 

· “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave,
being form in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became
obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.” – Philippians 2:5-8.

When Jesus had sent out the Twelve to share the good news “so [that] they went out and proclaimed that all
should repent” (6:12), he instructed them to take only the bare necessities: “He ordered them to take nothing
for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on
two tunics.” (6:8-9).  A true disciple of Jesus “cannot be a rich man with all the accompanying complex
socioeconomic ties and relationships.” (Perkins).

Despite the young man’s devotion to Jesus and his desire to learn from him, this is clearly more than he
expected to hear, because “when he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many
possessions.” (10:22).  The sadness with which he departs distinguishes him from the enemies of Jesus, who
are hostile when they leave (“But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him.” –
Matthew 12:14), but it is still clear that this is not the kind of “spiritual extreme sport” that the young man
expected to hear.  

· “Like so many Christians who have heard these words over the centuries, when the young man hears
Jesus’ invitation, he walks away, shocked and dejected, because ‘he had many possessions.’” – Heidi
Haverkamp.

Mark does not report about Jesus’ reaction to the young man’s rejection of his invitation to discipleship, but he
does report that Jesus uses this occasion as a teachable moment for his disciples, declaring “how hard it will be
for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” (10:23).  The Evangelist reports that “the disciples
were perplexed at the words” (10:24), because they were at odds with the ancient patronage system in which
the wealthy were celebrated as communal benefactors who were endowed with wealth and power by God,
even though this assumption had been challenged by prophets in the Old Testament:

· “When you come to appear before me, who asked this from your hand?  Trample my courts no more;
bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me.  New moon and sabbath and calling of
convocation – I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity.” – Isaiah 1:12-13

· “Therefore, because you trample on the poor and take from them levies of grain, you have built houses
of hewn stone, but you shall not live in them; you have planted pleasant vineyards, but you shall not
drink their wine.  For I know how many are your transgressions, and how great are your sins – you who
afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, and push aside the needy in the gate.” – Amos 5:11-12.

Jesus’ lament that it is very difficult for the wealthy to experience God’s saving power is an explosive shock,
which he reinforces with a proverbial comment about a camel’s passage through the eye of a needle: “It 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.”
(10:24).  At this point, even the disciples who have given up everything to follow Jesus are perplexed, looking at
one another and asking “then who can be saved?” (10:26).  What does it take for someone to fulfill Jesus’
expectations for being his disciple?
It is at this point that Jesus reveals what the young man – and indeed all of his disciples – have lacked: “Jesus
looked at them and said, ‘For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.’” (10:27). 



`The ability of God to overcome all that might appear impossible by human standards is a common theme in
the Bible, one that is at the heart of the fulfillment of God’s covenant promise in both the Old and New
Testaments:

· “The LORD said to Abraham, ‘Why did Sarah laugh and say, “Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am
old?”  Is anything too wonderful for the LORD?  At the set time I will return to you, and Sarah shall
have a child.’” – Genesis 18:13-14.

· “The angel said to [Mary], ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be the Son of God … For nothing
will be impossible with God.’” – Luke 1:35-37.

While the young man might appear to have possessed everything that a person could need or desire, not even
the greatest of all human riches could have given him what only God can provide: the gift of faith that gives us
the confidence that God is with us always, that God’s Word is steadfast and sure, and that God will accomplish
all that God promises – no matter how impossible the situation may appear.  A camel may not be able to pass
through the eye of a needle, but there are many circumstances when it may appear that all is hopeless, that
our future is doomed to failure, and that we cannot fulfill what is expected of us.  In all of these situations,
what we lack is not something that we could have provided in the first place, because only God can give us the
gift of faith that “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1).  The
young man needed to divest himself of the possessions in which he had placed his trust so that he might trust
in God alone to accomplish “abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20).

· “At the centre of the Christian faith is the conviction that in the universe there is a God of power who is
able to do exceedingly abundant things in nature and in history.  The conviction is stressed over and
over in the Old and New Testaments.  Theologically, this affirmation is expressed in the doctrine of the
omnipotence of God.  The God whom we worship is not a weak and incompetent God.  He is able to
beat back gigantic waves of opposition and to bring low prodigious mountains of evil.  The ringing
testimony of the Christian faith is that God is able.” – Martin Luther King, Jr.

Some people have interpreted the story of the young man as teaching us that one can be a follower of Jesus
only after giving up all worldly possessions; and indeed this has been true of many who have led lives of
monasticism so that one may be free to be a disciple of Christ.  But the call of discipleship does not necessitate
the selling of possessions for all who would follow Jesus, because for the rich young man the problem was not
that he had possessions but that he saw his possessions as the means for providing him what only God can
offer.  What he possessed was really possessing him, holding him back from following he one who offers the
true wealth that comes only from God.  Jesus teaches the rich young man that he needs to dispossess himself
of that which he had placed his trust in out of love, knowing that what Jesus could offer him would be of far
greater value than anything he had gained on his own:

· “Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my
own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.  Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it may
own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I
press on towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of Christ Jesus.  Let those of us then who
are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently about anything, this too God will reveal to
you.  Only let us hold fast to what we have attained.” – Philippians 3:12-16.

While most of us will not need to sell everything we own to follow Jesus, each of us needs to ask the same
question: what is it that we lack?  What is preventing us from being followers of Jesus, from being able to
“serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.” (Luke 1:74-75).  “What is the



one thing that is at the core of who you are, what keeps you from being the follower, the disciple, the believer,
the witness God wants and needs you to be?” (Karoline Lewis).  

One way in which we can begin this divestment of all that prevents us from following Jesus is to acknowledge,
in the words of Martin Luther, that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my
Lord or come to him” (Small Catechism).  It is this confession that what we lack is what we could never attain or
possess by ourselves: the gift of faith that gives us the ability to believe and trust that Jesus Christ is our Lord
and Saviour, that we are loved fully and completely by God with no preconditions and no strings attached, and
that “there is nothing I can do to make God love me less, and nothing I can do to make God love me more.” It
means placing our trust in that “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow” that come to us solely
through the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.

· “We cannot save ourselves, but God can.  As Jesus makes clear to the young man looking for his extra
credit assignment, the way to eternal life is not achievement but want and surrender.  It is to claim the
words ‘I am poor’ … that my only wealth and security is Christ.  That Jesus, in whom all things are
possible, is always saying, ‘Now, come, follow me.’  And maybe even, ‘What is your deepest desire.’” –
Haverkamp.

The recipes of my grandmother’s that our family tried to recreate were fine, but they lacked the key
ingredients that only she could provide that made them so memorable.  We can attempt to live by our own
resources, but in order to be true followers of Jesus and live in the abundance of his blessed love we need to
trust in him to provide the blessings of faith that will give us that hope which is “built on nothing less than
Jesus’ blood and righteousness.”  What we lack is what only our Lord and Saviour can provide: the blessed
assurance that nothing can separate us from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.


