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Sadness turned to joy 

Is the story of the rich young man’s encounter with Jesus in today’s Gospel the 

whole story of his experience with Jesus, or is it just a chapter in that story? 

Did the young man walk sadly away from Jesus and never return? Did he die a 

rich and unhappy man? Or did he manage in time to let go of his attachment to 

his wealth and return to follow Jesus wholeheartedly? 

I like to believe that this episode is only a chapter in the rich young man’s life, 

and that later he did return to follow Jesus. There is much in this story to give 

us hope that at, a certain moment, he did manage to let go of his attachment 

to wealth and give himself totally to following Jesus.  

Firstly, he was clearly a very good young man, who faithfully kept all the 

commandments. And he was also a seeker. Somehow or other he knew that 

keeping the commandments, while important, was not the whole picture. 

Something was lacking. He was seeking to follow God more closely 

Secondly, he listens deeply to Jesus’ words – which are quite shocking for him 

– to ‘go and sell what you own and give the money to the poor, then come 

follow me’. In biblical times, wealth was seen as a blessing from God, so he 

never anticipated that Jesus would expect this of him. Psychologically, it is step 

too far for him to take at that moment to sell everything he owns and follow 

Jesus. So, he goes away sad. 

But it’s important to note that he did not say ‘no’ to Jesus’ request. He simply 

went away sad, perhaps to ponder Jesus’ words and Jesus’ loving gaze which 

surely touched him deeply. His initial conviction that Jesus was a ‘Good Master’ 

remains. 

A ‘yes’ given on the spot is often a superficial ‘yes’ that doesn’t survive the test 

of time. We have all had the experience of having something huge asked of us, 

and finding it difficult, if not impossible, to say ‘yes’. We need time to process 

the request, to understand its implications and whether we can do it, before 

giving a heartfelt assent. This was quite possibly also the case with the rich 

man in today’s Gospel. 

 



I believe that eventually he was able to let go of many things and follow Jesus 

wholeheartedly along the way. In that moment his sadness would have turned 

to joy.  

The rich young man’s story, and indeed all of today’s scripture readings, invite 

us to consider our attitudes towards wealth and possessions. Do we hold them 

lightly, or do we place all our security in them? If we do, we are building our 

security on a very unstable foundation. We are being foolish.  

As the first reading tells us, wisdom, understanding and love are far more 

important than riches, because these endure forever. We cannot take our 

riches with us when we die. 

And so, we pray with the psalmist, ‘Make us know that shortness of our life 

that we may gain wisdom of heart. … In the morning fill us with your love, and 

we will exult and rejoice all our days.  

In this Eucharist Jesus looks at each one of us lovingly, as he looked at the rich 

young man, and he invites us to follow him wholeheartedly. May we accept his 

invitation and experience the joy that only he can give. 
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