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Sermon              Sunday 14 October, 2018 
 
 
Lessons  Job 23: 1 – 9, 16 – 17  Hebrews 4: 12 – 16 
     St Mark 10: 17 - 31 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Eternal Father, Divine Mother, Spirit of Wisdom and Truth, bless our 
meditations; through reason and intuition guide our discernment; and, with 
gentleness, lead us ever more fully into life and union with You.   Amen. 
 

 
 

The rich man asked Jesus, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to 

inherit eternal life?’   The man had run up to Jesus and knelt 

before Him.   Was this a demonstration of false piety and did 

he hope to flatter and fool Jesus?   Or was the rich man’s 

pitch and posture a spontaneous outburst of an inner 

struggle, a craving for spiritual depth and purity in his life?   

Was the man a showman or a seeker?   Kneeling at the feet of 

Jesus, the man said, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit 

eternal life?’    
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At the beginning of His Galilean ministry, a person suffering 

from leprosy had approached Jesus, knelt before Him and 

begged for healing.   In the hours before the crucifixion, 

soldiers had tortured and mocked Jesus.   With a crown of 

thorns on His head, they spat at Jesus and knelt before Him.   

From the leper to the Roman soldier, from an instance of 

sincerity to one of ridicule, what of the rich man at His feet 

now? 

 

To the man’s question, Jesus turned to the Torah, to the Ten 

Commandments and, in particular, to the second five 

commandments.   The Commandments or Decalogue are 

divided into two halves:  the first five centre on the worship 

of God while the second five on ethics.   It was the ethical 

commandments which Jesus recited.   The rich man told 

Jesus that he had honoured these commandments 

throughout his life, from his youth.   In the Gospel, we are 

told that, ‘Jesus, looking at him, loved him’ and said: 
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 You lack one thing:  go, sell what you own, 
 and give the money to the poor, and you will 
 have treasure in heaven; then come, and 
 follow me. 
 
 
This is an interesting response by Jesus.   It reminds me of 

Jesus’ words in Bethany, at the home of Lazarus, Martha and 

Mary.   Kneeling at His feet, Mary took a pound of costly 

perfume made of pure nard, anointed the feet of Jesus and 

wiped them with her hair.   Judas protested but Jesus said, 

‘Leave her alone.   She bought it so that she might keep it for 

the day of my burial.   You will always have the poor with 

you, but you do not always have me.’    

 

Together, these passages expose the essence of what is in 

the heart.   It is not wealth or possessions per se which are 

objectionable.   We are told that, looking at him, looking into 

the eyes, into the soul of the rich man, Jesus saw what all 

that was there.   It was not God, not the Holy One, but the 

god of wealth, of the world.   In the Book of Hebrews, it is the 

word of God that judges our thoughts and intentions, the 
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motives of the heart, and it is before the eyes of God we must 

give an account of ourselves.   Having heard the words of 

Jesus, the man had no more to say and without fanfare left 

quietly; crestfallen and broken.    

 

Today in Rome the Salvadoran priest and martyr, Oscar 

Romero, will be canonised as a saint of the Catholic Church.   

Revered by many in El Salvador, Romero ranks alongside 

Gandhi and Martin Luther King.   It is to the credit of 

Westminster Abbey that, among others, there is a statue of 

Romero above the Great West Door.   As a pastor, Romero 

stood with the poor and vulnerable against the powerful and 

wealthy.   Romero said: 

 
 The church seeks adorers of God in Spirit and in truth, 
 and that can be done under a tree, on a mountain, 
 by the sea.   Wherever is a sincere heart that seeks God 
 sincerely, there is true religion…..God is Spirit and 
 does not need the powers and things of earth.   God 
 seeks sincerity in the heart. 
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At a time when his society was riddled with civil war and 

violence, Romero said that those who wish to follow Jesus 

must deny themselves.   Tens of thousands died during the 

civil war and many people disappeared without trace.   

Romero said that people must be violent.   He said they 

must: 

  be violent to themselves, 
  repress in themselves the outbursts of pride, 

kill in their hearts the outbursts of greed, 
 of avarice, of conceit, of arrogance. 
Let them kill it in their heart. 
This is what must be killed, 
 this is the violence that must be done, 
so that out of it a new person may arise, 
 the only one who can build  
a new civilisation: 
 a civilisation of love. 
 

 
On 24 March, 1980, as he celebrated Mass, Romero was 

murdered.   Looking at the rich man, into the heart of the 

rich man, Jesus saw something that needed to die.    

 

The rich man sought eternal life.   Do we believe in the 

possibility of eternal life?   Romero said that a new person 
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will arise once the old person, the small self, the destructive 

selfish ego has died.   Is that eternal life?   Is eternal life now 

or in the future after death?   In the mind of Jesus and for 

much of Christendom, eternal life was an unquestionable, 

undeniable reality.   Is that still true:  do we believe in 

eternal life?   One of the so-called four horsemen of the New 

Atheist apocalypse, the American philosopher Daniel 

Dennett, has said that it might be possible to achieve 

immortality, but not the sort we might imagine.   Dennett 

believes that in the future humans could gain an immortal 

soul by uploading the information from our minds into a 

digital format; we might exist in a computer system and live 

forever in ‘digital heaven’.    

 
Is heaven real?   There is a Jewish joke that says there is no 

Heaven or Hell:  we all go to the same place when we die.   In 

that place, Moses and the second century rabbi of Jerusalem, 

Rabbi Akiva, will give constant and everlasting classes on the 

Torah and the Talmud.   For the righteous this is eternal 
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bliss, and for the wicked this is eternal suffering.   In the 

Christian Reformed tradition, we might say constant and 

everlasting classes led by St Paul and Calvin!   Heaven or 

hell?! 

 

Over the past 2500 years within the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition the concepts of heaven, hell and eternal life have 

evolved.   The ancient Jews believed that at death they, 

together with the Gentiles, went to a netherworld called 

She’ol, a deep and dark place in which shadowy spirits dwell.   

For the Jews, this netherworld was the end.   In the Book of 

Samuel, we read, ‘Like water spilled on the ground, which 

cannot be recovered, so we must die’.    

 

During the period of the Babylonian Exile, the vision of 

Ezekiel, of dry bones rising from the dead, was heard afresh.   

During the second century BC, around 150 years before the 

birth of Jesus, the Jewish people began to believe that, 

though everyone dies, some will rise to everlasting life.   In 
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the Book of Daniel, we read, ‘And many of them that sleep in 

the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, 

and some to shame and everlasting contempt’.   In the time 

of Jesus, the Sadducees (the priestly class) did not believe in 

the resurrection of the dead.   On one occasion, Jesus argued 

with them:  He told them that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 

were alive in God:  God is the God of the living, not the dead.   

Over time, Jewish philosophy on the afterlife mingled with 

the thought of Plato and Aristotle.   The twelfth century 

Jewish philosopher, Maimonides, said that after death the 

righteous partake in the divine intelligence, while the 

wicked cease to exist.   During the Middle Ages, Jewish 

mysticism imaginatively entertained the Eastern notion of 

reincarnation.   Belief in eternal life has evolved; what do 

you believe? 

 

In the Christian tradition, in the Apostles’ Creed, we recite 

the words, ‘I believe…..[in] the resurrection of the body, and 

the life everlasting’.    For many years, the Church has been 
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confronted with the atheist narrative that there is only the 

world of matter.   We are told that we are creatures of 

matter:  our nervous system is a matrix of cells, and the cell 

is a matrix of molecules.   We are no different from any other 

creature in the universe.   When our matter is dead, we are 

dead.   However, not only has the scientific understanding of 

matter changed over the years, the materialist narrative 

does not account for our experience of consciousness, or of 

thought and value.   Either our sense of self is an illusion or, 

more likely, it is the most real thing about us.   We have an 

unshakeable sense that we are not our physical frame; in 

faith, we trust that irreducible intuition.   It is because of 

who we know ourselves to be that we can imagine the 

possibility of eternal life.    

 

In the Synoptic Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke, eternal 

life means something we inherit at death while, in the Gospel 

of John, we taste eternity now.   It is a present possession.   

Perhaps it is both.   The verse which struck me most in 
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Mark’s account of the rich man was the intimate, indefinable 

moment when Jesus caught the gaze of the man.   ‘Jesus, 

looking at him, loved him’.   This is the moment of truth:  the 

spiritual encounter.   In this sacred moment, fleeting though 

it be, there is only silence; silence filled with meaning.   The 

mystic John of the Cross said, ‘The Father spoke one word 

from all eternity and he spoke it in silence, and it is in silence 

that we hear it.’   Like the rich man, we are called into that 

moment with Jesus, a moment of judgment and love, of 

encounter with the Eternal.   In this life, in the company of 

Jesus, we are in eternity.    

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


