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THE INVULNERABLE 

When Mark Twain published his great novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in 1885, with tongue in cheek, 

he sent it out with this warning: “Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted…” 1 As a 

humorist, Twain was often met with disdain from those who didn‟t appreciate his use of irony and satire.  There 

were libraries that banned Huck Finn because it was a dangerous book that might offend certain sensibilities, 

which was in part what the author intended.  In a letter he wrote toward the end of his life, Twain said, “[T]he 

truth is, that when a library expels a book of mine and leaves an unexpurgated Bible lying around where 

unprotected youth and age can get hold of it, the deep unconscious irony of it delights me and doesn‟t anger  

me.” 2 

 

It can be a dangerous thing to try to get into motive in a novel, perhaps even more so for a reading as we have 

today from the unexpurgated Gospel of Mark.  What was the motive of this wealthy person who comes to Jesus 

asking, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  We find out later that this man was quite wealthy, 

and claimed that he followed God‟s commandments.  The common thought, at least at that time, was that if a 

person was wealthy, it was a sign of God‟s good favor.  So when this rich man asks his question, he probably 

expected a response something like: “Faithful Son of the Covenant, eternal life is obviously already in your 

grasp.”  That return of a complimentary title would have been the cultural norm.  But Jesus doesn‟t follow the 

norm, perhaps because he understands more about his guy than the man would want.   

Instead he first refers the man to the Ten Commandments and begins to list some of them.  You know these, Jesus 

tells him, and he reels off a half-dozen commandments.  The man assures him, “I have kept all of these since my 

youth.”  The only problem is Jesus lists one commandment that is not in the Ten Commandments: “You shall not 

defraud.”  And suddenly, the readers of Mark have an indication of how this man gained his wealth.  He has 

defrauded the poor and he is exposed as a fraud before Jesus at that moment.   

The next sentence in Mark tells us even more.  It starts out, “Jesus, looking at him, loved him…”  The man fell 

under Jesus‟ gaze and it was a knowing one.  It was a loving one.  Okay, Preacher, big deal.  Jesus loved 

someone.  Heck, he loved everyone.  He loved his enemies, he loved his disciples even when they did crazy 

things – Jesus and love – not big news.  But even though Jesus did love everyone he encountered, this is the only 

time Mark tells us explicitly that he loved a particular person.  The only time!  Later in the gospel narrative, Jesus 

shares a commandment to love God and love neighbor, but the little detail of Jesus‟ love is important to the story, 

for it makes clear his motive.   

“Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, „You lack one thing…‟”  This was a guy who seemed to lack nothing.  

He was someone who people thought had it all.  He was wealthy.  If he was found lacking something, he had the 

means to buy it.  Not a problem.  I dare say that no one had ever told this wealthy man that he was lacking.  He 

couldn‟t picture himself in such a way.  But Jesus looked past the expensive clothes and the smooth approach and 

saw the one thing the man lacked.  And in love, he told him what it was.  It was something that was going to be 

expensive, but it could not be bought.   

“You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor…”  Was this really a prescription 

that could address what he lacked?  What Jesus offers him is an opening to make restitution for the ways he had 

hurt people while he was getting rich off of them.  Lacking the ability for compassion for the people he had 



ripped off, this guy was a minor Bernie Madoff.  In order to have life eternal, he would have to give up his 

perishables.  Jesus lovingly tells the man, your life is lacking compassion and integrity, and this is the way you 

can have them.  If you do this, you will find the heavenly treasure you are seeking, and then you will be able to 

come and follow me. 

The man was shocked.  Perhaps he was shocked to learn that he was lacking anything.  He was shocked that Jesus 

loved him enough to tell him what he really needed, but he did not like what was identified as that which he was 

lacking.  He was shocked at the change this would entail for his life.  Our reading from the Book of Hebrews 

describes God‟s word as “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from 

spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  We talk about reading 

God‟s word, but sometimes God‟s word reads us and cuts through our assumptions about our lives to give us 

opportunity for a much richer life.   

And yet, when the wealthy man was told what he needed to do to address what he lacked, we are told his 

response: “he went away grieving, for he had many possessions.”  It is the only time in Mark‟s gospel that 

someone walks away from Jesus‟ call to follow.  Jesus loves him and tells him how to experience the richness 

only God can give, and he walks away in grief.  The One who loved him and called him to follow must have 

grieved for the man as well. 3  

It is a sad story, but unless any of us have become rich by defrauding poor people, we can ignore this story, right?  

Right?  We do want to ignore this story, don‟t we?  We want to banish it from our personal library.  But Jesus 

keeps talking, this time to his followers, and he talks about wealth and how it can prevent someone from stepping 

into God‟s reign.  His disciples must also believe that wealth indicates divine reward, for they are described as 

being “perplexed” and “greatly astounded” by their Lord‟s teachings.  Now Jesus doesn‟t define how much 

wealth it takes to be a spiritual problem.  But those of us who have means are meant to use what we have as an 

instrument of care or it will become a serious impediment to our discipleship. 

Many of the neighbors whom we are called to love, are poor.  Jesus teaches that one of the requirements to have a 

richness of life is to give generously of what we have.  If that is already true for your life, this living and loving 

word may still not be through with you.  For I invite you to imagine a face-to-face encounter with our Lord, who 

looks at you knowingly and loving, and tells you what you lack in order to experience the richness of life he 

intends for you.   

Do you lack direction for your life or the capacity to let go of the past?  Is it a boldness to step out trusting God 

that you lack?  Are your dreams a bit too small considering our God who is so big?  And most importantly, if you 

get a sense from our loving Lord of what your life lacks, will you make the change that is needed?  Don‟t expel 

the stories of the good and loving teacher, where you end up going away grieving like the wealthy man did.  For 

there is a Lord who loves you, who calls each of us to follow, who desires a richness of life for all of us that the 

rich man in Mark could only envy.  When you are lacking, don‟t leave; the Lord loves you!  Thanks be to God.  

Amen.  
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