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Joshua M. Caler - 21 Pentecost (October 14) 2018, Proper 23B 
Christ Episcopal Church, Pottstown, PA What must I do to inherit eternal life? 
In the name... 

A mezuzah is a piece of parchment set in a decorative case that is affixed to the front door of the home 
of many observant Jews. It is displayed to fulfill the biblical commandment to “write [the words of the 
Lord] on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.1 Written in indelible black ink on the parchment is 
the beginning of the Sh’ma — the prayer taken from the Old Testament that is the centerpiece of daily 
morning and evening prayer in Judaism: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is one. You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.’2 

Like most signs, a mezuzah serves multiple purposes. Obviously, it lets guests know they are entering an 
observant Jewish home, but it also serves as a reminder to the home’s inhabitants of the very heart of 
Jewish belief and practice: remember that the Lord is our God and the Lord is one. This portion of the Sh 
’ma from Deuteronomy echoes the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of 
the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make 
for yourself an idol... .”3 In a slightly different way, this turns out also to be at the very heart of Christian 
belief and practice. 

Because of this, anthropologist, sociologists, and others who study religion often classify Judaism — 
along with Christianity and Islam — as a monotheistic religion. That is, scholars usually regard these three 
as religions that believe there is only one god. But of course, that isn’t exactly right. 

Leaving Islam to the side this morning, neither Christians nor Jews believe that there is only one god. 
Rather, Christians and Jews believe in one God only, whose name is the Lord. It would be rather foolish to 
believe that there is only one god, after all. If that were the case, observant Jews wouldn’t have to remind 
themselves day and night and every time they enter or leave their home that ‘The Lord is our God, the Lord 
is one.” You only need to be reminded of tilings that are easy to forget. Likewise, there would be no need 
to have commandments against having other gods before the Lord or making idols for ourselves. In fact, 
there would be no need to specify that our God is the Lord: our God only needs a name if he has to be 
distinguished from other gods. 

No, as I said, it would be foolish to believe that there is only one god. The word “god” isn’t the name of 
the Lord, it merely designates the highest being in a particular belief system and an individual’s or group’s 
principal object of faith and devotion. There are plenty of gods out there, all vying for our love and 
devotion, all ready to be set up as idols around which we order our lives. 

Some are tangible, material tilings: a home, a prized possession, food, a child or a spouse, America or 
one’s country, one’s body. Mostly, though, they are abstract and conceptual: freedom, justice, 
entertainment, happiness, democracy, romance, capitalism, comfort, retirement, patriotism, youthfulness, 
beauty, or health. Any of these and so many more can so easily become gods around which we build our 
lives and in which we place our trust and hopes. Each a potential idol awaiting our worship and devotion. 
In this morning’s Gospel, we leam about perhaps the most subtle and insidious god of all: money. 

As Jesus and his disciples began their final journey, the one that would take them to Jerusalem and take 
Jesus to his death, a pious and deeply deferential man approached Jesus and kneeling, asked him “Good 

Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” With the kind of gruff abruptness that characterizes so 
many of his responses in Mark, Jesus went on to repeat the Commandments, a shorthand for the whole 
Law of Moses. And in a perfectly modest and appropriate way, the man assured Jesus that he had been 
careful about all of these things since his youth. Having been satisfied that this was true, Jesus in great love 
for the man said to him, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and 
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you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” It was this that proved too much for the rich man, 
that which sent him away grieving. 

Later, when his disciples asked him about it, Jesus pulled no punches: “How hard it will be for those 
who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” 

Wealth was, for Jews of Jesus’ time, thought to both be a sign of God’s blessing and a means by which 
one could fulfill the Commandments. If one were wealthy, one could afford to buy animals to make regular 
sacrifice at the Temple and could have the leisure to study the Word of God rather than to work. It was 
difficult to imagine, then, that wealth might actually be an impediment to faithfulness. But that’s precisely 
what Jesus says. If wealth becomes the thing in which one trusts — the thing that one believes makes 
faithfulness to God possible — then wealth has become an idol, the thing around which one has actually 
ordered one’s life. 

Notice that Jesus told the man to sell what he owned and give it to the poor, not to be demanding or 
harsh, but out of love. Jesus wasn’t setting a high bar for the man to jump over to prove his love for God; 
he was giving him the chance to see his own idolatry and to begin freeing himself from the hold money had 
over his life. Jesus was not offering challenge but mercy, a chance to replace an idol for the Lord at the 
center of a devout man’s life. 

This morning’s Gospel is instructive as we consider our financial pledge to Christ Church in 2019. If 
you’ve not already, you will receive a pledge card and a letter from me in the mail in the coming days. 
Prayerfully consider your gift for next year, bearing this morning’s Gospel lesson in mind. It can be 
tempting to think about giving as a religious obligation and duty on the one hand, or as a practical matter 
on the other. 

We can easily fall into the trap of thinking, “Okay, how much can I afford to give this year without 
having to redo my whole budget? How much do I think Christ Church needs to keep the lights on and the 
doors open? What’s the minimum I can give to feel like I’ve done my duty this year? How much should I 
give to feel satisfied that I’m a good person who loves God? How much do I need to give to get into a 
lower tax bracket?” 

But this morning’s Gospel suggests that the real question you should be asking as you consider your 
pledge for next year is “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” I can help you answer half of that question, 
but the rest will need to be up to you and will require a great deal of prayer and discernment. 

In order to inherit eternal life, you must never forget that the Lord is your God, that the Lord is one, and 
that you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might 
That’s it. Eternal life — life with God — is not something you earn but something that is given to you by 
God. Eternal life begins, not when you die but when you are baptized. It is God’s gracious invitation to 
enjoy life with him, now and in the age to come. Eternal life names not only life after death with God but 
life before death with God. Eternal life is life with God-and-only-God at its center and the joy and peace 
such a life uniquely engenders. 

The difficult part — the part that sent the rich man away grieving — is up to you though. I’m afraid. 
That is discerning prayerfully if the Lord is really your God. It will be discerning what practices will free 
you from the bewitchment of idols around which you have built your life instead of the Lord. Your god 
might turn out to not just be one — indeed, for many it is a pantheon of competing false gods. But for most 
rich and poor alike, money is at least one of them. And in a capitalist society, it is very difficult for it to be 
otherwise. After all, ours is a nation that insidiously prints “In God we Trust” on our money without the 
least sense of irony. Money is what gets us out of bed in the morning. It is what we believe will save us 
when danger knocks at our door. It is what we organize our time and energy around accumulating. 

Giving to God in support of the mission and ministry of his Church turns out to be about exactly this: 
reminding ourselves each week that the Lord is God and that money is not. It is the easiest thing to forget. 
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What must you do to inherit eternal life? You must rid yourself of idols that have taken up residence in 
your heart and imagination. You must remember the Lord is your God, the Lord is one. 
I have said... 


