Blind Bartimaeus and the Rich Young Man
Is God our god?
You may have thought that you had had all the teaching on the Rich Young Man during the last two weeks!  However, I am going to contrast for you today the story of the Rich Young Man with the story of Blind Bartimaeus which comes in the same chapter of Mark and is the lectionary gospel reading for today.  

Firstly, we will compare these two from the perspective of the world and taking into account the things that the world thinks are important:  
The Rich Young Man is young.  We can assume that he is able bodied.  He pushes his way confidently to through the crowd to see Jesus.  Bartimaeus, on the other hand, is probably unkempt and smelly – he is after all blind and begging by the side of the road.

The Rich Young Man is wealthy.  The fact that he is young and wealthy suggests inherited wealth.  But what of Bartimaeus’ wealth?  Perhaps it is surprising to refer to this, but I have been puzzelling for some time about the reference to Bartimaeus’s cloak in Verse 50.  Scripture is very concise – there were no word-processors in first century Palestine – so all the language is there for a reason.  One commentator (NT Wright
) explains the mystery.  There is no need to wear cloak during day even in winter in Jericho.   So the cloak must have another purpose.  The cloak is his source of income.  He has it laid out in front of him so that passers by can throw coins onto it.  Otherwise, because of his affliction,  he would not be able to find them in the dust.  He entirely depends on his cloak – it is his source of income by day and his shelter by night

The Rich Young Man is just the sort of person the disciples would have been impressed by.  Bartimaeus is quite the opposite.  There is a sense from the text that the crowd know Bartimaeus well; that his shouting was quite common – an old rogue shouting at passers-by.  This is why they tell him to be quiet.  The famous rabbi will not want to spend time with old blind Bartimaeus – he is just a nuisance.
In Judaism there is a sense that wealth and success was deserved – it was a sign of God’s blessing.  Remember that he was clearly very religious – careful to be seen to fulfil the 10 commandments.  The corollary of good fortune being deserved is that misfortune – blindness and poverty was also deserved.
Who would be the modern equivalent of the Rich Young Man and Blind Bartimaeus?  Perhaps the equivalent of the Rich Young Man is a young successful professional-with very high personal standards of integrity – whiter than white in a grey world.  I would have said an investment banker, but perhaps their reputation is a bit tarnished these days!  So far as Bartimaeus is concerned the modern equivalent is an old alcoholic tramp sitting in the road and always shouting –perhaps accompanied by a dog of dubious pedigree.
The temptation would be to be delighted if the Rich Young Man came to church - we would perhaps want to give him a front pew.  But how would we react a modern Bartimaeus came to sit in smelly shouting with the dog?
With whom would we identify?  With whom do we want to spend time? – Probably the Rich Young Man.
Secondly, we must look at these two characters from the perspective of the Kingdom of God and taking into account the things that are important in the Kingdom of God.  A very different picture emerges.

(a) How would each of these characters answer the question that Jesus asks Peter in Mark 8:29 “who do you say that I am?”  The Rich Young Man sees him as a “good teacher” – not divine but a good teacher.  Many people see Jesus as that now – denying his divinity – a good moral teacher but not the son of God.  Bartimaeus, on the other hand, recognises Jesus for who he is – the “Son of David” the Messiah who was prophesied would come to rescue Israel.  He does this, it should be noted,  just before the triumphal entry into Jerusalem.
(b) Also, the Rich Young Man wants to tick boxes.  He thinks that by obeying the 10 commandments and doing good works he is going to get to heaven.  Bartimaeus, by contrast, begs Jesus to be merciful – he recognises that he can do nothing without Jesus.
(c) Although Jesus “loved him”, he said that the Rich Young Man had to give up his wealth to the poor and follow him.  He asks the Rich Young Man to make an act of faith – to abandon his source of security and follow Jesus.  Bartimaeus on the other hand “throws his cloak aside” – this is his means of income - and jumps up – note abandoning his cloak – before Jesus does anything for him – it is an act of faith.
(d) The Rich Young Man asks for the key to eternal life – life when the Messiah would arrive – life in heaven but a very real heaven on earth is how he would have understood it – perhaps some more boxes to tick – some special observance.  Bartimaeus asks for his sight – but the irony is that he can see better than the Rich Young Man as he can recognise Jesus for who he is.
(e) Jesus gives the Rich Young Man the answer – if you want to earn your way to heaven this is what you have to do – in Matthew the telling words are “if you want to be perfect…” Matt 19:21 - you must give up your money and follow me.

(f) By contrast Jesus says to Bartimaeus – “your faith has healed you”.  Bartimaeus gets his sight and follows Jesus down the road

What a shocking conclusion!  We conclude from this that the Rich Young Man who goes away sorrowful – does not get to heaven but Bartimaeus does – why?  
None of us are tramps – are we unable to follow Jesus – are we expected to give up all we have to become Franciscan monks for example?
This is a REALLY DIFFICULT issue for us living in the relative comfort of modern Britain.
I think the key to this passage is the list of commandments which Jesus refers to in verse 19.  You will notice some are missing.  The crowd would have been saying to themselves as Jesus enumerates the commandments:  “But you have missed some out Jesus!”  The ones which are omitted relate to God and God’s holiness: – “Have no other gods but me”.  Omitting them does not mean that Jesus does not think they are important – quite the reverse he goes on to point out in effect that without following those laws that ticking the other boxes is of no value.  Jesus has identified what was this man’s god – his wealth – at the end of the day he was not willing to give up his wealth – the thing he depends upon - to follow Jesus.
Bartimaeus, on the other hand, leaves his cloak – the cloak on which he depends for his livelihood and shelter behind in the dust possibly to be stolen by a member of the crowd – as soon as he is asked to step forward.
So what does this all mean for us today?

Its easy for us to have other gods – it is easy for us to imagine that we can earn our way to heaven by following the externals of Christianity – going to church; refraining from murder and adultery and fraud and think that this is the way to earn points – a sort of airmiles to get to heaven.  The story of the Rich Young Man shows us that however good we are – and I make no claims that I have fulfilled the commandments since I was a boy – we can still go away sorrowful.

Ultimately, the question is who is your god who is my god?  Is it our pension, our house, our political party, our hunting or football perhaps, or perhaps our children or our family– what would we not give up to follow Jesus – if he called us to do so and follow him today?  Whatever it is – Jesus is asking you and me today to put him first.  The most important commandment of all is to love God with your whole heart..  If we have had these other things as our gods in the past then however much we have followed the other commandments – we stand condemned.

But why is this so important to him?  You see I think sometimes we have too domesticated a view of Jesus and God – gentle Jesus meek and mild comes to us from our childhood –but this is the creator of the universe that we are talking about – the Alpha and Omega – the person who created you and me – the only one who knows what is really going on– against this these other gods look pretty insignificant don’t they?

But the good news is that whatever we have done – however much we have put other gods before him - we have an opportunity to put things right with God

So rather than being alarmed that the Rich Young Man is the one who goes away sorrowful, we should really identify with Bartimaeus – recognising that we need God’s mercy –the only obstacle is our own pride and these other things that we put in place of God.

But how in practice do we do it? 

We have to live; we love our family etc – are we to cast all these things to one side like Bartimaeus’s cloak and walk away from everything?

Well yes and no – we need to hold onto these things lightly and we need to hold onto Jesus strongly.  We need to make our relationship with him our number one priority – we need to open up the lines of communication with him by asking for forgiveness for putting other things first – like Bartimaeus we need to ask God for mercy - then we need to make that relationship a priority – not just by going to church but by speaking to him – praying to him and listening to him – by reading the Bible and hearing what he says into our hearts – it’s the relationship not the religious observance which matters.

I want to end with a prayer to give us an opportunity to put our relationships with God onto the right track.
Please read it quietly to yourself and then say it silently as I read it out if you want to commit to it – don’t just say because it’s the next thing on the service sheet – only say it if you mean it!
Let us pray:
“Heavenly father you know how difficult I find it to make you No 1 in my life – you know how I love the things that you have blessed me with and how I cling onto them –please tell me today whatever it is in my life that I am putting ahead of you”.

A moment of silence in which we each ask God to identify to us in our hearts what it is that we put ahead of him.
“Jesus Son of David have mercy on me. Have mercy on me”.
“Please forgive us for putting these created things ahead of you, the Creator.  Please bring us into a right relationship with you today”. 

Alex Pease
Ordinand
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