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October 11, 2015 

Hebrews 4:12-16 

Mark 10:17-31   You Lack One Thing… 

 

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” That’s the question the man 

who comes running up to Jesus today. It’s a big question that he has-- 

about life and death and the great hereafter and ultimate destinations. It’s 

a very big question. Maybe it’s a question you have asked yourself. 

“What must I do to inherit eternal life? What must I do to have that life 

from God? That life beyond this life, that exceeds this life—the life out 

there; what must I do here and now?” 

The man runs up to Jesus with this big question: “What must I do to 

inherit eternal life?” And as he talks with Jesus, we find out that he is 

already doing a lot to gain eternal life. He follows all the commandments 

he should follow; he obeys all the laws. He is living his life righteously. 

But he must still have his doubts. Because he has come to find Jesus just 

to be sure. To find if there is something more to life. What must I do for 

eternal life? And Jesus begins to answer him: “You lack one thing…” 

I imagine here that in this moment, there is a big pause. The man hear 

that there is only one thing he lacks. Only one thing he needs for eternal 
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life. That’s not so bad. One thing: it’s probably one thing he can do. One 

thing is just one thing. And he already does a lot of things. He can 

simply add it to the list of the righteous things he has done since his 

youth. He has followed the rules. He does not murder. He does not 

commit adultery. He does not steal or lie. He does not cheat anyone. He 

honors his father and mother. He has done these things faithfully and 

kept these commandments perfectly. And not just because he has to do 

it. But because he wants to. 

This man wants to be righteous. Now, we don’t know much about this 

man from the scriptures. We don’t know where he is from. We don’t 

know his name. But we can tell that he wants to be righteous; he wants 

to please God. And we can tell that because he has just run up to Jesus. 

He has run to him. He has not walked or strolled or casually wandered 

up to Jesus in an easy-going ‘hey, I didn’t expect to bump into you here’ 

kind of way. He has run to Jesus. And someone runs when they want to 

get somewhere. When something is urgent. When your life depends on 

it. When nothing else in the world matters except getting to that place, to 

that person you desperately need to get to. I want you to imagine this 
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man running to Jesus, shouldering his way through the crowds, 

struggling to get past all the people—‘excuse me, pardon me, excuse 

me, I’m so sorry’-- and dropping to his knees right in Jesus’ path, sliding 

to the ground in front of him as if he is sliding into home plate. He is out 

of breath and gasps out that question that it is so important for him to 

ask. 

This man runs to Jesus with his big question. It is that important to him. 

He runs, hiking up his robes and hustling down the road, getting all dirty 

and sweaty. He runs, forgetting the manners and dignity of a respectable 

man. He runs, not caring what others might think of him. Caring only 

about what Jesus might think of him. That Jesus might answer the 

question that matters so much to him. “What must I do to inherit eternal 

life? What must I do to enter the Kingdom of God? What must I do in 

this life to get that life in the great beyond? What must I do? What more 

can I do for God?” 

This man is a good man. He does good things. But for all those good 

things he does. He feels there might be something more to do. By all 

accounts, he had done enough. He is righteous in the eyes of God and 
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his community. But this man isn’t sure. Is it enough? Somehow he feels 

like there is something more to God. There is something more to 

righteousness than following the rules. That there is someplace deeper 

for him to go. “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Do 

you ever have the feeling that there is some place deeper for you to go? 

That having religion isn’t enough? That doing just enough isn’t enough? 

That you don’t want that paper version of life, you want a real life, an 

eternal kind of life? 

You lack one thing, Jesus says. In that pause, the man in the story leans 

forward. We lean forward. Jesus says, we lack one thing. One thing 

stands between us and the secret to life and death and eternity. One thing 

we lack that we might be able to have. One thing we could get. One 

thing we could acquire or purchase or add to our list of things that we 

do. Yes, Jesus, tell us so we can get it and have it. Tell us what we must 

do to have that life beyond life with you. 

Jesus loves this question. More importantly, he loves the person asking 

it. It says in our scripture reading that Jesus looks at this sweaty, dusty 

man who has run to him with his question. This man who is so earnest 
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and so sincere about God and about doing the right thing. This man who 

has run to him, casting aside his dignity and throwing himself at his feet. 

He looks at this man, observing all of his exertion to be close to God and 

he loves him. Just as Jesus looks at all of our efforts and our intentions 

to do better and be better and he loves us. He loves us as we try to do our 

best for God. He loves us as we discipline our minds and hearts. He 

loves us as we seek the Kingdom. He loves the church as it offers its 

best worship and study and mission. He loves us as we try to do what 

will bring us closer to God’s Kingdom and to that life beyond life. He 

loves us and he says there is one thing we lack. There is one thing yet for 

us to do. One thing that will lead us deeper into the eternal life of God. 

“Go and sell all you have. Give the money to the poor; then come and 

follow me.” And like the man, when we hear this, when I hear this, I am 

shocked and I go away grieving, for I have many possessions. 

I had hoped that when Jesus said I lacked one thing he would give me 

one thing to do. He would tell me the one new commandment I should 

follow, a new spiritual discipline, a new type of prayer.  He would tell 

me the one retreat I should take, the one activity I should add to my life, 
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the one item I should purchase. Because I feel like I need something. I 

lack something. I know there is something more for me to have or to do. 

There is something more that will make me happy and that will make me 

feel OK with myself; one thing that will assure me I am worth 

something. One more thing that will finally let be peaceful and loving 

and patient. That one thing that will let life be LIFE. I am always 

looking for that. Maybe you are too. 

Once there was an abbot with a young disciple in his monastery who 

was coming along very well spiritually. So the abbot let the disciple live 

in his own hut down by the river.  Each night the young disciple would 

wash his one robe and put it out to dry.  One morning he found the rats 

had torn his robe to shreds.  He went to a nearby village and begged for 

another one, only to have the rats destroy that one as well.  He got a cat, 

but he found he had to beg for milk for the cat.  To get around that, he 

got a cow; but of course that meant he had to have hay for the cow.  So 

he got the hay from the fields around his hut.  He had to get workers to 

help with cutting the hay.  Several years later, the abbot came the spot 

by the river to find a mansion in place of a hut.  He asked the monk-- 
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what was the meaning of all this?  "Oh Holy Abbot,” said the disciple, 

“there was no other way to keep my robes."   

“Go and sell all you have. Give the money to the poor; then come and 

follow me.” Jesus’ words cut through that big pause that we have taken 

between his words. Like it says in our reading from Hebrews today, the 

word of God is a double-edged sword, and these words from Jesus cut 

through our simple assumptions. They cut into our belief that if we just 

do enough and have enough, then we will have the life we’ve always 

wanted. If we secure ourselves enough we will get the life we are meant 

to have. But Jesus reminds us that that just isn’t true. “How hard it will 

be for those with wealth to enter the kingdom of God. Harder than for a 

camel to get through the eye of a needle.” I wish I could soften what 

Jesus says here. I wish I tell you and myself that Jesus is just being 

creative and he doesn’t actually mean what he says. That what he 

REALLY means is that we should just do with less. We should clean out 

our closets and give a little more money to charities and shop the sale 

racks. But deep down, I have the feeling that Jesus really means what he 

says.  If we want to go deeper, if we want to inherit the riches of the 
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world to come, if we want more of God there, then we must give up our 

riches here. The one thing we lack to have eternal life, the life beyond 

life, out there, close to God, is letting go of everything we are holding 

onto here. 

Jesus’ words shock us and cause us grief. And they should. They 

shocked and grieved Jesus’ disciples too. They expected something 

different from Jesus, I think. We can tell from our scripture that they are 

disappointed. Jesus is asking the impossible. They have left behind 

everything to follow Jesus. Their jobs, their families, their chances at 

having normal lives. They have sacrificed everything for Jesus. But go 

and sell all you have, Jesus says. Wealth and the Kingdom of God don’t 

mix, Jesus says. The rich will have a hard time getting into the 

Kingdom, Jesus says. Who can be saved?, the disciples say. Who can do 

that? Who could possibly do that and attain eternal life? 

Jesus words are like a two-edged sword that cut us to the heart. He is 

asking the impossible of us. To have eternal life, to have the riches of 

the kingdom, we have to give up our riches in this world. And we can’t 

do that. We have responsibilities. We have commitments. He have 
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families and jobs and communities to take care of. If we sold everything, 

then we would be poor. We would be in need. We would be desperate, 

urgently trying to find someone who could help us. But maybe that’s 

Jesus point. Maybe Jesus wants us to know that being close to God 

means being close to those who are desperate. It means knowing the 

urgency of those who don’t know how they will make it through the next 

day. It means understanding the raw determination of refugees and 

widows and orphans. Those who hope there is more to life. Those who 

hope that God loves them too. Those who would run to Jesus, who 

would run wherever they needed to in order to have life again. What 

riches might be keeping us from the riches of the Kingdom? 

An American tourist in Jerusalem met up with a monk.  The monk 

offered to show him around the monastery of which he was a part.  On 

their tour they came to the monk's room; the tourist noticed no TV or 

radio, only one change of clothes, a towel and a blanket.  He asked, 

"How do you live so simply?"  The monk answered, "I noticed you have 

only enough things to fill a suitcase; why do you live so simply?"  To 
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which the tourist replied, "But I'm just a tourist, I'm only traveling 

through."  To which the monk said, "So am I, so am I." 

What riches are keeping us from the riches of the Kingdom? What 

possessions are possessing us? What do we need to sell off and get rid of 

and let go of in order to have life, in order to be closer to God, and 

God’s mercy and compassion? We lack one thing. And Jesus is offering 

it to us. That one thing we urgently seek, that peace, that forgiveness, 

that life beyond this life. Jesus offers it to us in his own flesh and blood. 

He gives up his own life so we may have life. What is impossible for us 

is not impossible for God. Behold the riches of the Kingdom. Behold the 

life that is to come. It is yours, it is ours for the taking. 


