It’s a tiny detail, but it’s an absolutely crucial detail in understanding the importance of this encounter.   As soon as he was called, Bartimaeus rushed to Jesus, the Son of David, God’s anointed, full of expectation that everything he needed he could find in Jesus.  When he was called to Jesus, he knew his old life was at an end.  He didn’t wait until Jesus had acted, nor did he give it a good few weeks after that to check that the miracle cure wouldn’t wear off.  His faith in Jesus to give him what he needed was absolute, and was met.

And there’s a final clue about Bartimaeus’s attraction to Jesus.  It’s often the case that when Jesus heals a person, as here, he tells them to go on their way; Jesus offers his healing as a free gift, no strings attached, no conditions.  But Bartimaeus doesn’t ‘go’ elsewhere.  Bartimaeus ‘follows’ Jesus.  What Bartimaeus wanted was his sight.  But what he needed was a relationship with Jesus, this Son of David.  

What do you want in your life?  What do you think you need?  What do you want God to do for you?  Do you have faith that he will do it?  Amen.
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As a child and a teenager, I never had the trendiest, most up-to-date toys, gadgets, clothes, treats and so on.  As the fifth of six children, being brought up on one clergy stipend, I generally had hand-me-downs, along with a dollop of no-nonsense character-building ‘it’s that or nothing.’  Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m eternally grateful for the upbringing I had and don’t feel hard done by for one moment.  But I do remember very vividly whining to my Mum that I needed to have, whatever the item of the day was.   It wasn’t just that I wanted it, I really needed it.  The need, of course, was not for the item itself, but for the sense of recognition or equality with my wealthier peers that I thought I would gain; a trophy for someone who never felt good enough.  Most children find it very hard to distinguish between want and need.  What we want may not be what we need, but it may be a symptom of the unmet needs within us.

When Jesus addressed Bartimaeus, he didn’t ask what he needed, he asked what he wanted; more specifically, he asked what Bartimaeus wanted Jesus to do for him.  Bartimaeus initially said ‘have mercy’; this may well have been his usual cry to passers-by when he was asking for money.  He was shouting loudly, in desperation, but it’s striking that he didn’t get up.  He was clearly used to being rebuffed and not receiving.  He was desperate, but he didn’t really expect a response.  However, what he said did manage to stop Jesus in his tracks.  Bartimaeus had called Jesus ‘son of David’, using that rather strange messianic title.  So many others whom Jesus meets don’t know who he is, but this man, who cannot see with his eyes, has seen with his heart who Jesus is.  Did Jesus return the compliment by ‘seeing’ the real need of this man: a need not for sight, but for discipleship?  This man would have been defined by his blindness; unable to earn a living he was reduced to begging, evidently dismissed and overlooked by the majority of people.  Like many of the lepers or demon-possessed characters we meet in the pages of the gospel, this man was an outsider from society, at least from the heart of the community, and his needs were not solely physical, they were social and emotional too.  In this case, there was a clear spiritual need too.  Bartimaeus knew that Jesus wasn’t some sort of quack wonder-worker; he recognised, goodness knows how, that Jesus stood in the tradition of David, God’s anointed, the one through whom God was to act for the salvation of the world.  In recognising Jesus as the Son of David, Bartimaeus was recognising the power of Jesus as the power of God.  And the tragedy is that, even recognising this, he still didn’t expect to be noticed.  It was only when the crowd changed its tune and admitted Bartimaeus to the presence of Jesus, that his insight turned into faith.  And that faith was translated into action.

At that moment, Bartimaeus sprang up and threw off his cloak.  Now, you probably overlooked that detail.  I did, until it was explained to me.  You see, in Jericho, even on the coldest days, you don’t need a cloak.  Jericho is a hot, dry, dusty place, very low down.  Scholars who know these things, suggest that the cloak was effectively the man’s begging bowl.  He would spread it out before him to collect whatever was given to him.  No detail in the gospels is ever incidental, so when we hear that Bartimaeus sprang up and cast aside his cloak, we are to understand that in running to Jesus, Bartimaeus has cast aside his security, his income (such as it was), his known way of life.  

