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… sell your possessions, and give to the poor. You will 

then have treasure in heaven. Afterwards come back 

and follow me (Matt 19:21). 

Clement of Alexandria1 comments on this encounter 

with the rich man. He says: 

[This saying] is not what some hastily take it to be, a 
command to fling away the substance that belongs to 
him and to part with his riches. 

The vast majority of us, if we were to “fling away” our 

possessions, would cause significant harm.  Imagine a father 

and husband, with children at home, giving everything away. 

What about our parish? Should we sell the church’s property 

and give the money to the poor?  Depending on our individual 

state in life, we have an obligation to accumulate material 

goods.  We should, of course, do this for the right reasons, 

such as, to provide a reasonable amount of security and 

 
1 A priest and theologian who lived sometime between 150 to 
215 A.D. 

comfort for ourselves or our family. We should accumulate 

wealth for a time when we must retire or can no longer work.  

These are good and responsible things to do. Furthermore, 

reasonable enjoyments and comforts are also good.  It’s not, 

then, possessions in themselves or their enjoyment that is the 

problem here.  It is our attachment to them, our craving for 

them. 

Why do so many have such strong cravings for material 

things, for money and all that it can buy?  It most often 

involves two things. The first is the love of ease and comforts, 

of pleasure-seeking, of indulging one’s passions. The pursuit of 

these things is what life is all about for many people.  Second, 

is what 1 John 2:16 calls the “pride of life”. This is the person 

who makes himself out to be far better and greater than he 
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actually is. It is the man who acts as if he is the arbiter, the 

master of all that concerns his life.2  Possessions for these 

individuals is about power, influence and prestige. In simple 

terms, it is a false sense of personal importance and a desire 

to impress other people. Thus, the craving for possessions is 

about the pursuit of sensuality and egotism. These cravings 

are not always so extreme or obvious. But even subtle 

cravings can do us a great deal of harm.  The rich man’s 

encounter with Jesus illustrates this. 

Jesus tells the rich man to do two things.  First, he was 

to sell his possessions and give the proceeds to the poor, and 

second, he was to come back and follow Jesus. This was an 

invitation to be one of Jesus’ unique disciples. Only a select 

group of people were called to give up everything and join our 

 
2 Gerhard Delling, “Ἀλαζών, Ἀλαζονεία,” ed. Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. 
Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964–), 227. 

Lord on the road, like the Apostles. We might conclude, then, 

that the account of the rich man does not apply to us.  But 

that’s not case.  

This isn’t about the rich man’s possessions or his 

particular calling. It is about his attachment to the ease, the 

comforts, the pleasures, the prestige and self-importance that 

wealth can provide. And so, in as much as the Apostles 

responded to the Lord’s calling, this man went away sad.  Why 

the sadness? It wasn’t that he gave up his possessions, 

because, in fact, he did not give them up. His sadness was that 

he wanted to follow the Lord, but he could not bring himself 

to do so. There was in his heart, then, a desire to follow Jesus. 

There is no other reason for him to be sad. 
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Mark’s Gospel says that this rich, young man ran up to 

Jesus and knelt down before Him. It also states that Jesus 

looked on him with love (Mark 10:21). I think it’s fair to say 

that the man was sincere. It was only when he pressed Jesus, 

asking what more he was to do, that our Lord finally said to 

him, “…go, sell your possessions…come back and follow me”.  

This man, although sincere, was torn between his love for his 

possessions and his love for Jesus.  Our Lord once said, “No 

one can serve two masters… You cannot serve both God and 

money” (Matt 6:24). This young man had a choice to make. He 

had to either give his heart to his possessions or give his heart 

to Jesus, and in doing so, answer the Lord’s call to “Come 

follow me”. 

The account of the rich man, then, is about our 

relationship with the Lord, and the particular calling that He 

 
3 St. John Damascene, De fide orth. 3, 24: PG 94, 1089C, 

has for each one of us. If the affections and desires of our 

heart are given over to seeking ease and comfort, pleasures 

and self-importance, then, how will we give our heart to 

Jesus?  Our Lord said, “Where your treasure is there your 

heart will also be” (Matt 6:21). Do you treasure Jesus?  We 

should wonder about this, and ask ourselves, “Where is my 

treasure? Where is my heart?” The disposition of our heart 

shows itself most clearly in our prayer life. 

According to St. John Damascene, “Prayer is the raising 

of one’s mind and heart to God”.3  What if our mind is 

occupied with possessions, and the desires of our heart are 

attached to ease, comforts, pleasures and self-importance? 

What will our prayer life be like?  There is a good chance that 

we will not pray at all.  If we do happen to pray, then, when 

prayer becomes dry, difficult and seemingly empty, what are 
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we most likely to do? We will almost certainly “go away sad”, 

that is, abandon prayer because it is not pleasing to us. 

When we first become serious about prayer, it is not 

uncommon, initially, to experience consolations and a dept of 

feeling.  We may experience a wonderful warmth, that is, 

feelings of being loved.  And we may experience light, that is, 

an elevated sense of knowing God’s presence and an 

understanding of the truth. The Lord sometimes gives such 

consolations of warmth and light to us beginners in prayer, to 

help us along, to encourage us to follow Him, to seek Him.  But 

in time, we must let go of these things.  We must not cling to 

consolations in prayer as the rich man clung to his 

possessions. 

Often, we start off our prayer life being preoccupied 

with ourselves and what we are “getting out of prayer”.  If we 

are to advance in prayer, in our union with the Lord, we must 

forget ourselves and give our attention, our mind and heart to 

God.  The Lord helps us with this, by taking away consolations 

in prayer.  He takes them away so that our relationship with 

Him may be purified.  This helps us to love Him for His own 

sake and not for the gifts that He gives us. If we would 

advance in the spiritual life, in union with God, we must learn 

to love the giver and not the gifts.  If we are craving His gifts, 

we are not seeking the Lord.  We must be purified.  In the 

midst of this purification, it may seem that we are going to 

lose ourselves, but the opposite is the case. Remember what 

our Divine Savior has taught us.  “Whoever finds his life will 

lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matt 

10:39).  Lose yourself in the Lord, and you will find both the 

Lord and yourself.  Seek to please yourself in prayer and you 

find neither the Lord nor yourself. There isn’t any real 

difference between the love of one’s possessions and the love 
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of consolations in prayer.  Both center on pleasing one’s self 

instead of pleasing the Lord.   In this life, both possessions and 

consolations are perishable. If we cling to them, instead of the 

Lord, we will lose our life. St. Teresa of Availa says,  

It is a reasonable consequence, that he who runs after 
perishable goods should himself perish. 

We should examine our hearts regarding the Lord. We 

can best do this by observing our commitment to prayer, 

because prayer is raising our mind and heart to God. It is 

giving God our attention. Do I give God my attention only 

when it is pleasing to me?  Is it only when I think that I am 

getting something out of prayer that I think that prayer has 

any value?   

We are not talking about legitimate reasons for being 

unable to pray.  We could be so very ill that we cannot pray as 

we normally would.  At times, our circumstances may be such, 

that we have no choice but to be overly occupied with things.  

We may be so fatigued and worn out at times, that we cannot 

even stay awake to pray.  This is not at all the same thing as 

the rich man who went away sad. 

In any case, following the Lord is not easy, and the Lord 

knows this.  We must be patient with ourselves and take little 

steps.  We must try to be humble, and not get upset with 

ourselves about our failures along the way.   We will have to 

struggle, but let’s not be so attached to ease, comfort and our 

egos that we depart from following the Lord, that we simply 

“go away sad”.  Instead, by the grace of God, let us drive out 

any and everything that would turn us away from Him. Let us 

take to heart the words of St. Maximos the Confessor. 

Whatever a man loves he inevitably clings to, and in 
order not to lose it he rejects everything that keeps 
him from it. So, he who loves God cultivates pure 
prayer, driving out every passion that keeps him from 
it. 


