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TO BE CHRISTIAN

Did the rich young man fail to follow the very privileged vocation of an Apostle, or did he fail to follow the vocation to be a Christian, which is still, of course, a privileged calling? Matthew presents him as declining the vocation to be a Christian.


The offer to leave one’s possessions behind and to “follow” Christ is made to everyone of substance, since “it will be hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 19: 23). But the offer that Jesus makes is even more radical than that. “If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mt 16:24).


If we will ever enter the kingdom of heaven, we have to change and become like little children (cf. Mt 18:3), because the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these (Mt 19:14).


This is to be “Christian” according to Matthew. We have to go beyond keeping the commandments of the Mosaic Law, and make a personal choice in response to the Lord’s invitation to follow him.


We hear it said that the Ten Commandments are for the laity and the gospel counsels are extras for religious. Matthew does not distinguish between commandments and counsels. Jesus launches his sermon on the mount with the Beatitudes, which transform the ten commandments imposed from outside us into our interior attitudes. They stretch love as far as our enemies and point all the way to the perfection of God our Father.


This is the great perspective of the Christian life, not only of the religious life. The Christian vocation is a personal relationship: to choose not possessions but Jesus Christ, and to follow the poor Christ. If we, like the rich young man, do not know how to renounce our self in order to welcome the Lord’s invitation, we remain “sad”. In vain does Jesus look steadily at us and love us (cf. Mk 10:21).


Our sad feelings come from the things that tie us down. They may be chains of gold or they may be worth much less, but they bind us, and as long as we are bound we cannot be joyful and peaceful.


Would that we could all run like gazelles, in leaps and bounds, free of anything that would trip us, along the path of our crucified and risen Lord who calls us. Even then, we mustn’t skip too hastily over his crucifixion, as every Christian is baptized into the death of Christ before there is any possibility of resurrection. As Paul warns Timothy: “If we have died with him, then we shall live with him” (2 Tim 2:11).

