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What makes for good journalism? According to the American Press Institute, 

good “Journalism is storytelling with a purpose… It must balance what readers 

already know they want with what they [don’t know] but [still] need.” It has to 

give them information to help make better decisions. Good journalism sifts through 

the noise & conflicting reports to help people understand & to act.  Good 1

journalism (they say) makes for better people, better society & better lives.  

If that’s what good journalism is, then maybe - just maybe - we have a new 

title for Jesus in today’s Gospel (Mk 10.17-31). You’ve already heard about Jesus 

the Rabbi, Jesus the Teacher. Maybe you’ve even heard theological titles like Son 

of God or Prince of Peace. In addition to all that, today’s Gospel adds a story of 

Jesus the journalist.  

It begins when Jesus is “setting out on a journey.” And it’s no ordinary 

journey. It’s Passover, the biggest festival of the year. It’s crowded & intense. For 

some people it’s even a little bit scary – kind of like Halloween up in Salem this 

time of year. About 20 years before today’s Reading, when Jesus was 12 years old, 

it was during Passover that his parents lost him in the crowd (oops) and had to go 

scurrying back to the Temple to find him (Lk. 2.43-4). 

 The setting at Passover is charged with energy, and that’s when today's story 

falls into place. A man comes running up to Jesus and says, "Good Teacher, what 

must I do to inherit eternal life?” And like a good journalist, Jesus balances what 
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this guy already knows he wants with something he doesn’t know - but still needs. 

Jesus sifts through all the noise & conflicting reports to help this guy understand 

how to use his faith and how to act. Jesus gives a report that makes for better 

people, better society, & better lives.  

What Jesus offers is a threefold pattern for Christian faith. 

First, he tells the man to respond to what he’s already been given. If we’re 

following Jesus, apparently this is how we "get in the game.” Respond. It’s the first 

layer before anything else; respond to what we’ve been given. The man asks what 

he can do. Jesus asks how he responds to what God has given. He does it by 

drawing the man’s attention to the most basic thing he can find: the 10 

Commandments.  

Jesus rattles off a version of what’s known as the 2nd table of the Law. Let 

me explain. In the book of Exodus we hear about Moses coming down the 

mountain with two stone tablets in his hands. They’re described as “tablets of the 

covenant…, tablets that were written on both sides, written on the front and on the 

back. The tablets were the work of God,” (Ex 32:15–16). We might hear that and 

think, “Oh 10 commandments, 2 tablets - maybe it's 5 and 5 on each one.” Right? 

Wrong. That’s not how it works (and there were a lot more than 10 

Commandments). We’re meant to think of Moses carrying 2 copies of the same 

covenant. That’s how kings and people kept each other honest. They each keep a 

copy of the covenant in case anything goes wrong. Israel kept both copies of the 
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this covenant in the Ark of the Covenant and stashed it like a safe deposit box in 

the Temple. And throughout the OT, we see both God & the people appealing to 

this contract, their covenant, to make sure they’re both living up to the terms (e.g., 

Jer. 11:9-11; 14:20-21).  

So we can’t just talk about two tablets with 5 & 5 on each one. But we can 

talk about two tablets of the Law if we’re grouping them by their focus, their 

subject. The first 4 commandments all focus on God: one God, no idols, no 

blasphemy, & honor the sabbath as God’s day. That’s the first table of the Law. The 

next 6 commandments all focus on other people: honoring parents, no adultery, no 

murder, no stealing, no lying, no coveting. That’s the second table. All 10 of them 

together become a kind of summary for loving God & loving neighbor. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus does a riff on the second table of the law. When the 

man asks what he can do, Jesus says, You already know! It’s in the Law. Love your 

neighbor. And the man says, “Good. Done. I’ve passed with flying colors.” 

We shouldn’t gloss over that. This man whatever else he was, was also 

devout & faithful. Jesus “admires the sincerity and integrity of someone who has 

carefully observed the Ten Commandments all his life.”  When Jesus hears that 2

this man has followed the Law with such integrity, Jesus looks at him - and loves 

him. Responding to the content of our faith matters. It really does.  

And practically speaking, responding to the content of our faith is usually 

 Donahue, J. R., & Harrington, D. J. The Gospel of Mark.2
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the only option we really have. Most of the time we don’t find ourselves in the 

midst of ecstatic experiences or divine revelation with lightning, earthquakes or 

storms. Most of the time we may not have obvious answers to our questions at all. 

What we have is simply an invitation to respond to the faith we’ve been given: 

scripture, creed, liturgy. These are the gifts of our faith. The first question is how 

we respond to what we’ve been given. 

That’s usually not a problem, until something goes wrong. We don’t know 

why this rich man came running to Jesus for an answer. By all accounts, he’s 

already on his way. We can’t say for sure. But we can say what often makes us do 

the exact same thing. It’s whenever something in our lives goes wrong. That’s 

when we’re desperate for answers; for something more than we’ve already been 

given. Those are the times we find ourselves in the place of Job. 

Today Job says: “my complaint is bitter; [God’s] hand is heavy despite my 

groaning. Oh, that I knew where I might find him… I would lay my case before 

him, and fill my mouth with arguments. I would learn what he would answer me, 

and understand what he would say… [But] If I go forward, he is not there; or 

backward, I cannot perceive him; on the left he hides, and I cannot behold him; I 

turn to the right, but I cannot see him,” (Job 23.1-17). Job would do anything to 

lay his case before God but no matter where he turns - it seems - God is nowhere to 

be found. He’s desperate for answers; for something more. 

That’s when it’s hard to just respond to whatever we’ve been given. When 



Rev. Eric Hillegas  Year B, Proper 23 2015 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

we feel like the Psalmist, My God, my God, why have you forsaken me… (Psa. 22). 

The example of Job, and the report from Jesus is that even in the midst of our 

darkest moments, God is there. God is present in the faith we’ve already received: 

in Scripture, in Creed, and Liturgy. However dark we’re feeling, we start there. But 

there’s also more.  

First, respond to what we’ve been given. Second, remove any obstacle in our 

way. Most of us like hanging on to stuff until we have to get rid of it. Just think 

about the last time you moved your office, your bedroom, your house. How much 

stuff did you just have sitting around? I recently had to do this myself. I got a new 

bookshelf. Thomas, our former Music Director, built a set of bookshelves for the 

Rector’s Office before he left. They’re beautiful, but here’s where I ran into 

trouble. The new shelves are custom build & they’re about 1/3 bigger than the old 

shelves. Sounds good, right? Except I’m trying to fit almost twice as many books 

into the same same. It doesn’t work, unless I get rid of some books. 

It's really hard. Even if I know that I’m never going to read that book again. 

It’s hard. It’s a book. It looks good. It feels good. And (to me) it means something 

just sitting there. So I’ve gone through a torturous process of removing some books 

& I have more to do. [By the way, this is one of the great things about digital books 

- you never have to worry about bookshelves again. Brilliant.] 

When the man in today’s Gospel tells Jesus that he’s already responded to 

what he’s been given, Jesus looks at him, Jesus loves him - and then he tells him to 
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give his stuff away. Why?  

This is where the living edge of Christian life becomes real. Jesus doesn’t 

tell this man to sell his stuff and move to the desert. He doesn’t tell him to sell his 

stuff and start all over again. Following Jesus isn’t about divesting for the sake of 

simplicity or the satisfying accomplishment of making clutter go away. This is 

divestment for the sake of mission & community: give money to the poor and 

follow me; then you will have treasure in heaven. If we’re following Jesus we can’t 

set up our camp with so much stuff that we’re not able to pick up & to follow. 

It’s both practical & theological. It’s about being able to go. It’s also about 

being able to give. There’s just no getting around the fact that sharing what we 

have is a basic Christian impulse (cf. Placher). One of the first things Luke says 

about the early Church is that, “The whole group of those who believed were of 

one heart and soul, and …everything they owned was held in common. With great 

power the apostles gave testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great 

grace was upon them all,” (Acts 4:32–33). 

Luke puts those two things side-by-side: great generosity & great power. In 

fact, the scariest story in the early Church isn’t about sex or politics, it’s about 

money. The scariest story is about a couple who sold some property and lied to the 

church about what it was worth (Acts 5). And God strikes them dead (Side note: as 

a literary point that story parallels a story of Israel in the desert and some people 

who kept the spoils of war - property - that belonged to God).  
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It’s a literary and theological story about stuff but the point is exactly the 

same: great generosity and great power always go hand-in-hand. In scripture this is 

one of the most concrete ways of following Jesus & reflecting God’s image. Paul 

says it beautifully in a letter to the Philippians.  He says,  

 Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 

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 exploit, but emptied 

himself, taking the form of a slave….  Therefore God also highly exalted him and 

gave him the name that is above every name. (Phil 2:4–11). Great humility & 

generosity are always matched with great power in Christian faith.   

It’s going look different for each of us but if we don’t all embody the basic 

Christian impulse to give, to be recklessly humble & generous with our stuff, then 

we’re going to find some obstacles in our way. Jesus looks at the man, loves him - 

and then tells him to remove all obstacles by giving his stuff away. The implication 

is that his stuff has replaced his love of God & the first tablet of the Law. His stuff 

has become an idol. His stuff has become a false god. And by stockpiling all his 

stuff he’s actually blaspheming God’s name. His wealth has replaced a relationship 

with the living God - so Jesus says, give it all away. 

First, respond to what we’ve been given. Second, remove any obstacle. 

Third, and finally, receive God’s mercy and grace. [It’s not often you find a 3 point 

sermon with that kind of alliteration in the Episcopal church: respond, remove, 
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receive.] 

After his conversation with the rich man the disciples are shocked. Because 

in their day as in ours - prosperity was so easy to interpret as divine grace. It’s just 

so easy to make that jump. There’s no reason to expect the rich man in today’s 

reading was stingy. But there’s every reason to thing that he’s put his trust in the 

wrong place.  

Here’s where it all comes together. In the words of one scholar, “Jesus has 

led the disciples to … the most basic … question about entering God’s kingdom.” 

Who can be saved? By the time they ask this question at the end, they’re forced to 

acknowledge that God’s salvation is completely a gift.  There’s nothing we have or 3

can do to earn it. According to the author of Hebrews we simply “approach the 

throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help 

in time of need,” (4:16).  

Responding to what we’ve been given gets us in the game. Responding to 

scripture, creed, and liturgy gives us the mindset, the stories, and the terrain of 

Christian faith. Removing obstacles feels the hardest but it’s only intended to 

minimize distractions & to help us on our way. Because it’s only when the 

obstacles are gone that we’re able to receive divine grace.  

Responding. Removing. Receiving. That’s how Jesus describes a threefold 

pattern of Christian faith. That’s how Jesus balances what we already know we 

 Ibid.3
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want with everything we don’t know - but still need. Today’s story shows how 

Jesus sifts through all the noise & conflicting reports to help us understand and to 

actually use our faith. Today we hear Jesus’ report. And just like any good 

journalist, it’s an report that makes for better people, better society, & better lives. 

Amen. 


