Mark 10:17-31 2024

This week's Gospel brings up the cost of baptism and following Christ as Jesus looks at a wealthy man and loves him. 

The man had asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. After running through the parts of the Ten Commandments that deal with how we treat one another, the man assured Jesus that he had kept all these commandments since his youth. 

Then Jesus looked at him and loved him. Jesus asks the man something that he had asked before at least twelve times. Jesus had asked this of Peter and his brother Andrew, and then of their friends John and James. He asked them to drop their nets and walk away from their fishing boats. 

Jesus had already asked Matthew to walk away from his tax collectors booth, leaving the mounds of coins on the table for someone else to deal with. 

Jesus asked each of his disciples to drop everything and join him on the road. 

This rich man is being given a decisive moment, what Karl Barth would call a crisis. Let go of all that you are carrying to join Jesus on The Way. 

The man famously turns away grieving, for he had many possessions. Jesus offered the man a prime spot in the history of God bringing salvation to the whole world. And the stuff mattered too much to him. He couldn’t leave it behind. The hold his possessions had on him was too strong.

It would seem that every one of us has gotten off easy. None of us has had to face the day where Jesus gives us that big moment of decision, leave everything behind and follow me. But we do know better than that, right? Jesus still comes into each of our lives and asks us to follow him on The Way.

The Way is what the first followers of Jesus called their movement. Judaism had always talked about the life of faith in terms of following "hallakah", which means literally "the way to walk". There is nothing on Jesus’ Path that adds to the way to walk taught by the Jews. In fact, Jesus is teaching a simpler path where loving God and loving your neighbour as yourself are the signs that you are on the right path. 


There is a much-repeated story that “Eye of a Needle” refers to a gate into Jerusalem. It seems that a preacher in the Middle Ages wrote that there was a gate into Jerusalem called “The eye of the needle” through which camels could pass, but only by hobbling through on their knees. The idea was that it is difficult, but not impossible and it had the added punch line of suggesting that rich people who wanted into heaven needed to get on their knees. 

It’s a great little story, but it has no basis in archeology or any other known facts. The truth is Jesus was referring to the largest animal in Palestine and the smallest common opening. He meant a real camel and an actual eye of a needle. The idea is that humanly speaking it is impossible to get a camel through the eye of a needle.

As I journey, I wonder how to convey that following the Way of Jesus still means making difficult decisions about how to live. As Bonhoeffer noted famously, in The Cost of Discipleship that grace is not cheap, but costly . Why has baptism come to be seen so cheaply, when I see families regarding the baptism of their child, they often use the phrase, we thought it was time to “get him done”.  It always sends a shiver down my spine when I think of how some people, where Christianity is against the law are baptised, knowing they are breaking the law and if discovered face imprisonment or even death.
I have always believed that baptism alongside the Eucharist is the most important sacrament.  It marks us out as a Christian and is the beginning of our journey of faith so the question for all of us is how do we recover the baptismal life of service, as a life of following Jesus on The Way?  Amen

