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Our gospel readings since September have come from a section of the Gospel of Mark in which 

Jesus is seen teaching his disciples about who he is.  And before they encounter the blind man named 

Bartimaeus, Jesus has been attempting to give sight to his disciples, insight, which will help them to 

see more clearly. Jesus and the twelve are on the move towards Jerusalem.  In fact, the verse 

immediately following the end of today’s reading begins the story of the Palm Sunday parade.   This 

morning Jesus is in Jericho, the last stop in the Jordan River Valley, before a day long walk some 25 

miles up hill and into Jerusalem. 

It is important to recall that, in the gospel story, it was almost time for the Feast of the 

Passover, and this road would have been full of pilgrims heading for the great celebration.  As it was 

customary for rabbis to instruct their followers as they walked, so we can imagine this scene with 

throngs of people crowding one another in order to get close enough to hear the words of this 

audacious young Galilean whose teachings have so upset the religious establishment. 

On the outskirts of Jericho sits a beggar, a blind man whose name is Bartimaeus.  He’s 

obviously no fool, for he has managed to station himself alongside the road where he might benefit 

from the generosity of the pilgrims heading to the annual feast. 

Then, at this moment, he hears an excitement in the crowd and learns that Jesus of Nazareth is 

about to pass by. Immediately he ceases to be the passive beggar and instead begins shouting, “Jesus, 

Son of David, have mercy on ME!” 

Those who themselves want to get near to this famous teacher try to hush the annoying man.  

“Don’t bother the rabbi; he has more important things to concern himself with than one blind beggar.   

But Bartimaeus would not be silenced. 

 

As brief as there encounter was, this meeting of Jesus and the blind man has many things to 

tell us about, our sight, our discipleship, about our following of Jesus on the way. 

First, let’s look first at Bartimaeus, noting particularly his persistence, his refusal to be ignored.  

This man is nothing if not persistent.  He is serious about his needs and won’t be quieted as he calls 

out for help.   

We might recall that when Jesus taught his followers about prayer, he said that we, too, ought 

to be just this persistent in coming to God for what we want. 

Like the story of the nagging widow who pestered the unjust judge for her due, Jesus taught 

that we, too, ought to exercise such persistence in bringing our needs to God.  And just like the man 

who went to his neighbor’s house at midnight, and refused to stop knocking until his request was 

met, we, too, need to bring our needs before God without ceasing. 

But remember it is not God who needs our reminding; it is not God who needs our persistent 

asking.  Rather, it is we, who need to be persistent in prayer. 

Bartimaeus knew what he wanted, what he needed, and he had the audacity to ask for it. 

You and I, Jesus teaches us, need likewise to beat a path to God’s door, because that’s the way 

we open our door, the wat to open ourselves, to God’s healing, transforming, life-changing love. 
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Secondly, lets us observe the response of the crowd, the actions of those good church folk who 

are on their way to be most important and joyous religious celebration of the year.  The cries of this 

poor individual are spoiling the atmosphere they want to enjoy.  Sadly, they tell the most needy 

among them to be quiet. 

Then there is Bartimaeus.  Hearing his cries, Jesus calls for the man to come near.  And 

immediately, Bartimaeus threw off his cloak, sprang up and rushed to Jesus.  In so doing, this blind 

man left behind his only possession, his cloak that would have been spread out on the ground to 

catch the coins tossed from passers-by.  He leaves all, in hopes of finding new life. 

 

In stark contrast to the crowd, Jesus treats this man with great respect.  After calling for him to 

come near, Jesus doesn’t jump to conclusions. He doesn’t assume that he knows what the man wants 

or needs.  There are many worse things than being blind.  No, Jesus invites him to explain his needs, 

saying, “What do you want me to do for you?” 

If shouldn’t be hard for us to recall that these very same words were addressed to James and 

John in last week’s gospel.  “What do you want me to do for you?” he said to them.  But in their spiritual 

blindness, those two sought only places of honor and authority.  They wanted to be people of power, 

bishops, or senators or congressmen, in Jesus’ kingdom.  And their request seems petty in 

comparison to that of a man suffering physical blindness. 

We, too, in our prayers and petitions, need first to consider what it is that we really need, 

prefacing any prayer with a careful self-examination of what it is that we actually lack, and then and 

only then, asking God to fulfill our petitions, not as we ask in our ignorance, but as God knows and 

loves us. 

 

Several things in this story jump out at me, involving what Jesus did, what he called others to 

do, and what the blind man did.  But the most important thing Jesus did was to stop. 

That may not sound like much, but there is great reassurance in those words.  Jesus stopped.  

He stood still.  He was on his way to the most important task of his ministry, the reason for which he 

was born, a task that would require all of his attention, all of his faith, and yet he stopped for this one 

man. 

It might be worth noting that Jesus always seemed to heal people while he was on the way to 

do something else.  Jesus never appears to have been looking around for people to heal. Rather, he 

would heal them on his way to someplace else.  But he always found time for those in need.  And for 

this one, poor, blind beggar, Jesus stood still.  In the midst of events that would change the course of 

humanity’s relationship to God, Jesus stopped for one insignificant person. 

What does that say to us about the God we worship?  What does that say about the way we 

live?  

In stopping for a man named Bartimaeus, Jesus says by his actions, “You count. You matter.  

Your life and your needs are important to God.” 

Do you ever have the feeling that when you pray, or don’t pray, that maybe God is too busy to 

hear you, or that your needs are dwarfed by the problems of worldwide poverty, turmoil and war?   

And one can almost hear the same voices that were directed toward Bartimaeus, “Hey you. Don’t 

bother the Lord with your petty needs.  Hasn’t God got more important things to be thinking about? 

  Jesus stopped; he stood still and directed his attention on one individual.   And so should we. 
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Sometimes we get so caught up in all the important things that we’re about, the tasks we think 

we need to do, that we fail to see the needs of those right around us, the person who needs us to 

stand still and pay attention. 

 

I can recall an occasion many years ago in New York City at Christmas time. Lynn and I had 

taken our three young children to Radio City Music Hall and to see the wonderfully decorated 

windows on Fifth Avenue.  It was getting dark as we walked down the street heading for dinner 

when a persistent panhandler confronted us.  She was a large, elderly woman, who jumped out at us, 

shouting something at us.  And my immediate response was to shepherd the kids by her as quickly 

as possible. 

I can still remember that incident vividly – and with great shame.  For I passed her by.  I chose 

to judge her by her appearance and her brashness, and I wanted to pretend that she didn’t exist.  And 

the memory of that personal failure haunts me to this day. 

New York Times columnist David Brooks tells the story of another New York City encounter, 

this one on the subway.   Half of the subway car was crowded, and the other half was completely 

empty, save for a homeless man who has some fast food in a bag on his lap and was screaming at 

anybody who came close. 

At one stop a grandmother, accompanied by a granddaughter of about eight, entered the car.  

They were wearing pastel dresses and even had on gloves with lace trim.  The homeless man spotted 

them and screamed, “Hey, Do you want to sit with me?”  They looked at each other, nodded, and 

replied in unison, “Thank you” – and, unlike everyone else, sat down not very far from him. 

The man offered them some chicken from his bag.  They looked at each other and nodded and 

said, “No, thank you.”  The homeless man offered several more times, and each time they nodded to 

each other and gave the same polite reply. 

Finally, the man was calmed, and they all sat contentedly in their seats. 

Brooks writes about the power of that nod.  “The nod,” he said, “was spirituality shared 

between child and beloved elder: spiritual direction, values taught and received in the loving 

relationship.  The grandmother was teaching the granddaughter the wisdom that we were once all 

strangers in a strange land, and that we’re judged by how we treat those who have the least.” 

Would that I might have similarly taught my children on that day long ago.  Most of us, I 

imagine, would like it better if the dregs of society could just find their way to the Salvation Army or 

to the soup kitchen or shelter, and not try to involve us in problems they probably brought on 

themselves.  And in this, we may not be that much different from the characters in today’s gospel. 

In ancient Judaism, it was commonly assumed that anyone who suffered from blindness, or 

any other disability, was guilty of sin, surely meriting his fate, and he deserved to be an outcast from 

society.   

But in this gospel full of surprises, Jesus comes to a standstill.  He stops and attends to the 

wants and needs of blind Bartimaeus, as though this man were someone important, more important 

at that moment than the work that awaited Jesus in Jerusalem. 

Sometimes we get so caught up in all the important things that we’re about, the tasks we think 

we need to do, that we fail to see the needs of those right in front of us, the person who needs us to 

stand still and pay attention. 

But Jesus stopped; he stood still and directed his total attention to one individual.   
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As our gospel reading ends, when he is healed, Bartimaeus gains more than just vision, health, 

and wholeness.  For in meeting Jesus, he is started on the way.  The story concludes with Bartimaeus, 

his sight now restored, not going back for his cloak and home, thankful for what has happened to 

him.  No, it says “immediately he received his sight and followed (Jesus) on the way.” 

“To follow someone” can mean becoming someone’s disciple, or it could simply mean that the 

newly sighted man joined the crowd on the way to worship God in Jerusalem. 

In either case, while not having all the answers, while still not sure where it would lead, this 

man who experienced God’s love first hand follows on the way.  And he becomes no longer a 

helpless outcast, but a follower, a participant, one who will make the way of Christ his way. 

And might it not just be possible   for you and me, in our own personal or spiritual blindness, 

to do the same? 

 

    Amen 

 


