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Mark 10:17-31 
 

For most of us, hardly a week goes by without getting stuck somehow. Usually this means that 
something like heavy traffic or an unexpectedly long queue at the grocery store prevents us from keeping 
to our busy schedules. 
 
You can get stuck in your life journey, too. Sometimes you find yourself in a place where you can go 
neither backward nor forward, and it’s not necessarily when you’re attempting such tricky maneuvers as 
squeezing a fully loaded camel through the eye of a needle. You can find yourself unexpectedly bogged 
down in a swamp of complacency or hung up in a briar patch of anger. Today’s gospel speaks to that 
experience of being stuck. 
 
In Mark’s story, the guy who finds out that he’s stuck doesn’t have an immediately obvious problem. He’s 
sometimes called the “Rich Young Ruler.” Matthew says he’s young, Luke says he’s a ruler, and all three 
synoptic gospels say he’s rich. Whatever we call him, he’s apparently trying to live a good life. Probably a 
lot of people look up to him, perhaps with envy. This man, clad in the aura of worldly power and success, 
comes to Jesus with his question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
 
You get the feeling this fellow would willingly do just about anything Jesus asked of him, say, buy new 
cloaks and sandals for the disciples or start a feeding program for the hungry or build a hospital for 
lepers. He might even put his Lexus in storage and travel along with Jesus for a while. But he’s not 
prepared for the answer he gets: 
 Go, sell, give . . . 
  come, follow. 
Did he say give it up? 
 
Jesus has an irritating habit of showing us exactly where we’re stuck. Riverside Church in Manhattan has 
for many years been a flagship of progressive, activist Christianity. Some years back Riverside had a 
series called “What Riverside Church Can Do to Help the Future of Race Relations in America” and they 
invited Will Campbell to speak. Campbell, who was known as something of a prophet and gadfly in the 
church, took as his text this passage from Mark. He began his sermon with a question: “What can 
Riverside Church do to help race relations? What can this church do to relate to its next-door neighbors 
in Harlem?” You can imagine people leaning forward in their pews, eager to hear his answer. Then 
Campbell said, “Nothing. Nothing, unless you sell your big building and give the money to the poor. Let’s 
go out on the street and see what you can get for this big thing. Let’s see what God will do with us.”i 
 
Well. That’s certainly not what the conscientious, liberal-thinking Riverside congregation was prepared 
to hear. They would probably argue that Riverside was  doing a lot of good with its big building, running 
a day-care center, tutoring programs, and a host of worthwhile ministries out of it. They wanted 
Campbell to tell them what else they could do to move up a few notches on the good-works scale. They 
didn’t expect to have their values called into question. 
 
Neither does the man who comes to Jesus. He knows he’s a good person because he’s rich, because in that 
time and place, wealth was believed to be tangible evidence of God’s favor. He lives strictly by the 
commandments. He has an affirmative action program in his business, he’s faithful to his wife, he tithes to 
the synagogue, he’s a member of the Nature Conservancy and he supports public television. He’s an 
outstanding citizen and a role model who is 99% satisfied with his life. All he wants to know is “what else 
should I do?” 
 
When Jesus offers him the possibility of the freedom of God’s realm with the invitation to “go, sell, give . . 
. come, follow,” it’s like a flash of lightning on a dark night. It suddenly lays bare the problem with this 
man’s life. It’s not that he’s done anything wrong. The problem is that he’s attached to his life the way it is, 
so he’s stuck. It turns out that his wealth is not after all a first-class ticket to the kingdom but a thousand 
pounds of excess baggage that keeps him from entering that tiny gateway. When he understands that he 
is stuck, he goes away “grieving, for he had many possessions” (Mark 10:22). 
 



It’s possible to hear this story yet remain outside it. It’s possible to think that because you aren’t filthy 
rich, this story doesn’t have anything to do with you. There’s a tiny, guilty bit of relief in the man’s sad 
departure from Jesus, but how could this have anything to do with you and me--we’re not rich. But of 
course, we don’t get off the hook that easily, and the lesson does apply to us. In this country, even a 
person who’s working two minimum wage jobs or living on a fixed income is wealthy compared to a lot of 
people on planet Earth. Not being a “rich young ruler” doesn’t get you off the hook. However much we 
might deny our wealth and privilege, we are attached something--to our stuff or our reputations or a 
thousand other things that can keep us back from the kingdom.  
 
I like the story about Winnie-the-Pooh and how he came to get stuck. Pooh’s fondness for food, especially 
for honey, is well known, and one time while he’s visiting his friend Rabbit he eats so much honey that he 
can’t get out of the burrow. He gets firmly wedged, with his head outside and his legs on the inside. 
When pushing and pulling are of no avail in getting him out, Christopher Robin says, 

‘There’s only one thing to be done. . . . We shall have to wait for you to get thin again.’ 
 ‘How long does getting thin take?’ asked Pooh anxiously. 
 ‘About a week, I should think.’ 
 ‘But I can’t stay here for a week!’  

‘You can stay here all right, silly old Bear. It’s getting you out which is so difficult.’ 
 
Right. Staying stuck isn’t hard; it’s getting unstuck that’s so difficult. The man in Mark’s story learns that 
he is stuck because he is attached to his possessions. That spotlight that Jesus shines on him shows us 
that being stuck is a spiritual problem, part of which is in your head and most of which is in your heart. If 
you’re attached to a belief that things have to be a certain way, life becomes unmanageable. It’s so easy to 
believe that if we just had a little more time or a little more money, we would be free. Easy to believe that 
a different childhood or a more fortunate choice of spouse would make life better. But that kind of 
thinking is attachment that keeps us firmly wedged in. As long as we are attached, that realm of peace and 
freedom we call the Kingdom of God is closed to us. 
 
Jesus makes us uncomfortable because he shows that most of us are pretty well wedged into the world as 
it is. We work at becoming as comfortable as we can in our stuckness, rather than trying to get free of our 
attachments. The attitudes and beliefs we cling to hang us up at the very gates of heaven. When Pooh 
was stuck in Rabbit’s door, Christopher Robin read Sustaining Books to the “North end” of him, the part 
that was outside the burrow, while Rabbit hung his laundry up to dry on the “South end.” Like Pooh’s 
friends, the church sometimes treats the symptoms of stuckness by being pastoral or practical, but if we 
don’t ever look directly at the attachments, actual freedom remains an elusive, theoretical possibility.  
 
The good news to overscheduled, materialistic, burdened folk like us is that to accept the freedom of the 
Kingdom, we don’t have to take on anything more, not one single thing. But we do have to let go of 
whatever we think our identity is based on and let God have free rein with our lives. “Go, sell, give . . . 
come, follow,” is a terrifying invitation. 
 
If that seems just too hard, Jesus reminds us that what is impossible with us is possible for God. In God’s 
realm, water flows from rocks, the blind receive sight, dry bones live again, and even camels pass through 
the eye of a needle. In God’s realm, fishermen and tax collectors and librarians and retired folks—all are 
set free to accept the cost and joy of discipleship. There’s nothing we can do to earn that freedom and 
nothing we can do to deserve it. It’s God’s gift to us through Jesus Christ.  
 
May we hear and accept that invitation to freedom:  

Go, sell, give . . . 
  come, follow. 
 

                                                        
i Cited by William Willimon, Pulpit Resource, Vol. 22, No. 4, p. 8. 


