Kilmeston Communion, October 25, 2009.

Mark 10:46-end

If a local postman I was talking to the other day is to be believed… the only way they can do their postal round in the time that management has allotted… is to RUN all the way! 
It’s like the bus driver who ruefully said on the news once he could keep to the timetable… if only he didn’t have to STOP! The drive for ever-greater efficiency is understandable but relentless. To the people on the receiving end of orders from on high…it can feel no more subtle than the powers-that-be saying: “Do it quicker, or else!” 
Mark’s gospel has the sense of being written at speed. The author keeps up a breathless pace, keen to use the minimum of words to describe an awesome power at work. The chain of stories of Jesus’ mission is linked by repetition of words like “suddenly,” “at once,” and “straight away.” Jesus is a man on the move. 
Chapter ten, where our story today comes, has the disciples following Jesus in haste and in awe. By now they’ve picked up quite a crowd of other followers along the way, spell-bound by the carpenter from Galilee who has the audacity to challenge men of power.
Jesus and the assorted rabble are on the road to Jerusalem, (some fifteen miles from their destination), and they’ve just left Jericho. Jesus has told his inner circle ominously, (unbelievably matter-of-factly), that he faces certain death. We, like the ever-growing crowds, are swept up in a forward momentum. 
Jericho was home to thousands of priests. Serving the Temple in Jerusalem there were said to be more than twenty thousand priests altogether- many of whom lived in the surrounding towns like Jericho when not on Temple-duty. All priests had a vested family-interest in maintaining the Temple status quo. Come the Passover they would all be working round the clock, because of all the additional pilgrims flocking to the city for the festival. It was big business.
How many of these men of the priestly-caste were also lining the streets of Jericho that day, hostile eyes fixed on Jesus… as the blind man, Bartimaeus, seized his chance and made a thorough nuisance of himself, just at the moment Jesus was walking past in a blur? It was “now or never,” if this penniless beggar was ever to meet the one man he believed could cure his disability, the blindness that kept him bottom of the heap.  
As the crowd is pressing forward, people are shouting at the annoying Bartimaeus to button it! And in the middle of this inexorable forward motion… Jesus stops - stock still- and calls him. 
He uses the very words he’s put to the disciples, (the brothers James and John, in the episode which immediately precedes this): “What do you want me to do for you?” And they’d wanted a promise that they could sit at his right and left hand when he came into glory! They wanted power and prestige. When Jesus tells them that that privilege is not for him to grant, it’s reserved for those whom God has appointed, a row ensues between the brothers and the other disciples who think they’re trying to steal a march. 
By contrast, what does blind Bartimaeus want of Jesus? “Teacher, let me see again.” Some people put the focus on the “miracle” in this short story. Bartimaeus does miraculously regain his sight. But I want to focus on what the story tells us about POWER, and the exercise of power. 

Some people achieve it by birth- they’re born into a rich and powerful family. “Son of David” is what Bartimaeus called Jesus, as he shouted out to grab his attention. “Son of David” had all the connotations of kingship, of the long-hoped-for Messiah who’d sweep the Jewish nation to victory with all the rewards of earthly power! (Shout “Son of David” too often in front of the wrong people and Jesus would be clapped in chains before ever reaching Jerusalem).
Bartimaeus, also means “son;” son of Timaeus, (and whoever Timaeus might have been he didn’t leave his son an enduring legacy). Blind and destitute, reduced to spreading his cloak on the ground for the few coins passers-by deigned to drop for him… was all HE could expect in terms of wealth; the complete opposite of  any power or prestige.
But Jesus came to turn the tables, to turn our concepts upside down; to free us from the constraints of comfort and complacency. How hard it is, he said, for a rich man (one who RELIES on their wealth) to enter the kingdom of God. And he’s only just been telling the disciples how “the first shall be last,” that “whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant.”   

Jesus’ example of leadership is of a different order altogether… from the kind to which we are SO accustomed. Far from the powerful exploiting the power-less… the function of Jesus’ leadership was to awaken TRUST, to open people to the presence of the Spirit within themselves and one another; to glimpse in each other the image of the Giver of all life. 
The power to work miracles that Jesus brought to bear was so often an evoking of gifts already there: “Your faith has made you well;” Note: YOUR faith, not my wizardry. For Jesus’ leadership lay…(it lies)… in an exchange of power- the sort of exchange which characterises the relationship between Father, Son and Holy Spirit…the Holy Trinity- the “relational” type of power which Christians believe is the fundamental, founding principle of our universe.

Bartimaeus might not have been able to see with his eyes, but this disregarded man had grasped what Jesus’ own closest companions were failing to grasp … that being able to see the world through the “eyes of faith” is even more precious… than physical sight.

“What does the Lord require of you?” asks the Old Testament prophet Micah? “To act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God?” (Chapter 6:8).  To do justice is to treat everyone as of equal value. Bartimaeus cried out for “mercy,” and Jesus stopped in his tracks, pitying the blind beggar who displayed such faith. As wonderful as the restoration of his sight must have been, this episode shows Bartimaeus already possessed a rare and priceless gift. 
“Faith” said the nineteenth century Quaker, Hannah Whittall Smith, “is the simplest, plainest thing in the world. It’s simply believing in God.” And yet how complex we make it, how elusive a quality it proves to be. We doubt God’s goodness. “If his message is so clear, why do I remain confused? If he is in control, why do so many good people wrestle with gut-wrenching difficulties?” we wonder. We’d rather remain a cynic, than risk appearing a hypocrite.

Bartimaeus was neither, and from his position of weakness he had the strength to see more than many other people around him ever did… an example of faith for each of us to emulate. 

Such truths are powerfully conveyed through prose and poetry. Imagine the blind beggar as the subject of this extract from a George MacDonald poem. Imagine Bartimaeus blind, but faithful, is the “I” of this ultimately triumphant cry of praise for his Maker… entitled “January.”

“My harvest withers. Health, my means to live—
All things seem rushing straight into the dark.
But the dark still is God. I would not give
The smallest silver-piece to turn the rush
Backward or sideways. Am I not a spark
Of him who is the light?—Fair hope doth flush
My east.—Divine success—Oh, hush and hark!

Thy will be done. I yield up everything.
"The life is more than meat"—then more than health;
"The body more than raiment"—more than wealth;
The hairs I made not, thou art numbering.
Thou art my life—I the brook, thou the spring.
Because thine eyes are open, I can see;
Because thou art thyself, 'tis there I am me.”
Through Jesus we find our true identity and are empowered. Through Jesus God will be our “all in all.” Jesus, the imprint of God in human form, IS to be trusted, not least because he showed compassion… stopping to speak to someone other people stepped over, trampled on. By putting ourselves in the place of that beggar we can hear Christ asking US the self-same question… “What do you want me to do for you?” 
What would YOU answer?  Do we WANT to be made well and whole? Or are we clinging to a sense of victim-hood, hugging it like a threadbare cloak to our chest? Is freedom too frightening? Or will we seize our chance …cry out in our need and ask for the help he offers? Help to see beyond the natural, but often misguided, desire for peace and comfort at any price… and grasp instead the truth of God’s unfailing love and grace?
Jesus came to do the work of love, to be our “Servant King.” To respond to his call is to be enlarged, liberated… saved. “Follow me,” is his gentle but insistent invitation – come and join me in the work of love. Bartimaeus “regained his sight and followed Him on the way.” Will you? 
