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Christian vocation and wealth 
That Gospel reading we have just heard about the Jesus response to the wealthy landowner’s 
question “what must I do to get to heaven?”  raises the whole issue of Christian discipleship. What 
is it we are called to be and do as Christians in an affluent country in a world where so many have 
so little?  Sell all we have and give to the poor? If that is the case how many of us will go away 
sorrowful for in global terms we have great possessions! Commenting on this passage Bill Loader 
says “He (Jesus) did not call all who joined his movement to leave their possessions and join him on 
the road, travelling with common purse. Most stayed put at home in their towns. But for all, the 
tradition of Israel and its hope has at its heart: good news for the poor. With or without possessions, 
when people who want to revere Jesus are not good news for the poor, one thing is missing, one 
very big thing.” 1  
 
Let’s just look at what is happening in this encounter a bit more deeply (with acknowledgement to 
Bill Loaders commentary).  
 
Jesus’ direct answer to the man’s question is a loosely formulated list of the key ethical commands 
in the ten commandments, with one about not defrauding (not original to the 10) thrown in. Jesus or 
his story teller was not obsessed with exact quotation in using scripture, but with substance. It is a 
good answer – at least, from the perspective of the man, because it enabled him to affirm that he 
kept them all from his youth. That was an admirable effort. Jesus looked on him lovingly.  
 
The story might have ended there except for Jesus’ comment which subverts the sense of 
satisfaction – spoils the nice scene. Obviously Jesus did not understand love as implying avoidance 
of issues, as too frequently happens. Out of love he challenges the man. One thing is missing. This 
hardly refers to a commandment that Jesus has left out – like ‘Do not covet’ – because it is Jesus 
who would have missed it out, not the man! Many find what is missing in what follows and this 
must surely be true, but how are these words to be understood? 
 
Is Jesus saying that to gain eternal life the man must now do 3 things:  

1. keep the commandments,  
2. sell his goods, giving the proceeds to the poor, and  
3. thirdly follow Jesus?  

If that were so, then Jesus is being rather unfair with the initial suggestion that the way was to keep 
the commandments. Was Jesus playing games with the man, setting up salvation by works only to 
knock it down? Hardly. Rather, Jesus’ challenge to the man to sell possessions, give to the poor and 
follow him, was a way of exposing a flaw in the man’s keeping of the commandments. Admirable 
as his effort had been, he had missed the point of the commandments. Jesus’ challenge exposed 
what was missing: a sense of compassion for the poor. The man needed to understand (follow) the 
commandments the way they are truly to be understood, the way Jesus interpreted them, not as a 
series commands to be obeyed or boxes to be ticked. He then needed to follow Jesus, not as an 
alternative to the commandments, but as the way of understanding them and the scripture. Sadly, it 
is possible to go through life never doing anything wrong – and never doing anything good or 
generous. Following Jesus means engaging the tradition and engaging life in a way that makes a 
difference. 
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At the heart of the passage are a number of fundamental issues: how we understand scripture, how 
life looks when we have eternal life (it means compassionate action for the poor), and what 
devotion to Jesus means. The remainder of today’s passage contains sayings now attached to the 
anecdote which reflect further on wealth and especially on the plight of the disciples. Mark 10:23-
25 has the famous camel saying. Riches so easily blind people to the vision of the Kingdom and 
make them deaf to the cry of the poor.  
 
Mark 10:26-27 read almost as if they were interpolated by us! We can breathe more easily. Escape! 
But they can also reflect a profound realisation. The rich-poor divide is nothing short of 
overwhelming, so much so that we often find ways of denying it and explaining it away. That is not 
the way here. The deceit of wealth is almost inescapable; the burden of guilt, both individual and 
corporate, impossible. It is healthier to face these realities than to pretend. Only then can we move 
away from attempts at self justification or making amends to the kind of grace which says: leave 
that preoccupation with yourself behind, believe in grace, be set free from all of that, so now you 
can live the life of love and compassion. We are much more use to people and ourselves when that 
happens 
 
I want to add a little more about calling or vocation as Christians. This passage is a call us to live 
out the gospel which has at its heart the incarnation. That gospel speaks of a deep immersion in 
everyday life, of treating people in their own right. It is about bringing into being the Kingdom of 
heaven, which Jesus tells us has come near, or presses in upon us. The Kingdom is about much 
more than conversion, it is about bringing about God’s reign of justice, mercy and peace – where all 
things and all people are in their rightful place. This requires a constant commitment to 
reconciliation, forgiveness justice making, alleviation of poverty through changing the structures of 
society. It is contributed to as much by the simple act of listening to a friend over a coffee as they 
struggle with a disintegrating relationship, or by contributing to the development of better social 
policy, or by helping guide a student on their chosen career path, or by supporting one’s spouse or 
children in their life and work as by any more specifically 'religious' activity. This fits in with the 
comment from one of you in an E-mail this week that the man from today’s Gospel may have been 
looking for 'the grand gesture' but following Jesus for many of us, may consist of quietly making 
small gestures of kindness and compassion as best we may. Sometimes the difference we can make 
may only be small but needful nonetheless. 
 
We need to recognise that we, as ordinary people, have a vocation or calling to the life we actually 
lead. Realising that to talk about our Christian vocation does not necessarily mean doing something 
else. The calling examples we often refer to in the scriptures, like those of Abram and Matthew for 
example are somewhat deceptive in that they often involved massive changes in the lives of those 
who were called. For most people, however, including those who encountered Jesus personally, life 
must go on as usual. Most Christians throughout history have continued their ordinary lives, even 
when those lives were changed through their faith. The idea that calling involves leaving 
everything, to sell all and give to the poor to use today’s reading’s words  led historically to the 
concept that there were two kinds of Christians, those with a calling, the ‘religious’, and the others 
for whom such leaving was not possible. This concept must be false.  Rowan Williams has a 
relevant comment here: 

… God does not create human ciphers, a pool of cheap labour to whom jobs can be 
assigned at will.  Each human being called into existence by him exists as a distinct 
part of a great interlocking web of identities.  Each is a unique point in this great 
net.  To be is to be where you are, who you are, and what you are – a person with a 
certain genetic composition, a certain social status, a certain set of capabilities. … 
And to talk about God as your creator means to recognise at each moment that it is 
his desire for you to be, and to be the person you are.  It means he is calling you by 
your name, at each and every moment, wanting you to be you. 2  
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Associate Professor Michael Horsburgh has said 3  “The first positive step we need to take, in living 
life as a vocation is to consider how everything we do is done in the presence of God. Our former 
archbishop, Harry Goodhew, spoke regularly of the necessity of behaving as though we were coram 
deo, in the presence of God as indeed we are."   
 
Finally, I want to repeat that most of us are already where God wants us to be. It is here that we 
must exercise our calling. This is perhaps best illustrated by the following story. P67 of storytelling. 
 
When we are tempted to believe that somehow life would be better different happy if we were 
somewhere else its good to be reminded that both God and our vocation are to be found, 
experienced and lived out in the here and now of our lives as they are today. The challenge of 
today’s Gospel is to live them a way that makes a difference, in a way that is indeed good news for 
the poor and the powerless and marginalised of our world. That may well mean a serious look at 
how we use our money and possessions – but that’s another sermon! Next week. 
 
                                                      
1 William Loader,  First Thoughts on Year B Gospel Passages from the Lectionary  Pentecost 19 
2 Rowan Williams, ‘Vocation (1)’, A Ray of Darkness, Boston, Cowley Publications, 1995, p149 
3 Associate Professor Michael Horsburgh, sermon preached at St James King Street, 2002 
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