“Choosing to See”
Mark 10:46-52

English Theologian N.T. Wright tells of an experience he had with an elderly mother and her grown son.  The aging and ailing mother had been living with her son for many years.  It was difficult for him to fulfill the responsibilities of his career and impossible for him to have a personal life.  All his time was devoted to caring for her, and he lived with the concern and guilt of leaving her alone during the day.  He also struggled with the resentment of her constant demands for unnecessary help and attention.  After weeks of encouragement, they finally came to their pastor for advice.  Together they looked at various facilities: small communities, large communities, nursing homes, and sheltered homes.  Each was a real possibility, but the mother found a flaw in every one.  She rejected all of them.
After meeting together for over an hour, the mother “turned to her son, with triumph gleaming in her eyes.  “‘There you are!’  She said.  ‘He can’t do anything for us.’”  But Wright explained, “…the truth was she didn’t want anybody to do anything for her.  She wanted to go on being a victim, putting moral pressure on her son (and everybody else in sight) to feel sorry for her.”

This morning’s gospel reading is the last story before Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, or Palm Sunday as we call it.  So, this story marks the end of Jesus’ journey from Galilee and into Jerusalem.  Three different times on this journey, Jesus predicted his death and resurrection, but all three times the disciples miss the point.  The first time, Peter rebukes Jesus.  The second time, the disciples sit in stunned silence, afraid to admit that they are completely bewildered by all this talk about death on a cross.  And the third prediction is followed by James and John’s selfish jockeying for positions of power in God’s Kingdom to come.  The theme of this whole section of Mark’s Gospel seems to be the spiritual blindness of Jesus’ disciples.
But in contrast to the blindness of these insiders, Blind Bartimaeus, an outsider to the group of Jesus’ disciples, can see perfectly, at least spiritually.  Only he can see who Jesus truly is.  “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.”  This is the first time this title, Son of David, has been used in Mark’s Gospel.  Blind Bartimaeus sees who Jesus truly is.
But the crowds are quick to silence Bartimaeus.  The story says “many sternly ordered him to be quiet.”  And there are many voices today trying to stifle our cries for mercy.
There are the voices from our parents.  When we come into this world, we are born with a clean slate, and our parents, for the most part, are the first to fill this slate with their understanding of how the world works.  By their words and their actions, they show us who are the good people and who are bad, what’s the good life for which we should strive, and how we should live in relation to our God and our neighbors.  So as we grow, we begin to see the world through our parent’s eyes.
A good friend of mine once shared with me the circumstances of his birth.  His mother died while delivering him.  And in a twisted way of seeing this event, his father blamed his son for his mother’s death.  All his life, his father told him he was no good, that he was a burden, nothing but trouble.  And for the first half of my friend’s life, he saw his life through his father’s eyes.  So, he was a mean angry man who was no good to his family and a burden to everyone who came near.  But through a close spiritual encounter with Jesus, my friend began to see that his father was blind.
Now some of our parent’s eyesight is (or was) better than others, but it’s vitally important that we all realize that none of our parents have or had 20/20 spiritual vision.  Each of us sees the world through our parents’ biases and prejudices and false assumptions.  We relate to our friends and loved ones based upon the fears and phobias and dysfunctions we learned in our family of origin.  And their voices inside our heads are loud and strong, often silencing our prayer for clear vision.
There are also voices that come from Church tradition.  The church has often been blind to its own biases and prejudices that cloud the way we see and understand scripture.  There was a time when the church taught that Noah’s shameful son Shem was the forefather of all Africans.  Noah curses Shem and says that his descendants will be slaves of his brothers’ descendants.  And that’s how the church in the south for years justified slavery.
There are the voices coming from our own logic and reason.  “David, you’ve got to see the world from a practical point of view,” says a little voice inside my head.  Well, sometimes I agree with that voice, but there are times that voice keeps me from seeing the impractical miracles that God stands ready to bring.  Another voice says, “David, surely you can see that the end result will justify the questionable means.”  But that was the same logic that led the leaders of Jerusalem to crucify Jesus.  Here’s another voice, “You’ve got to look out for number one and take care of your own first.”  But a clear view of Jesus’ teachings enables us to see that everyone is our neighbor and that being a disciple of Jesus means seeing our own cross to bear for the world.
You see, there are many voices in our world seeking to stifle our cries for God’s mercy, for spiritual blindness afflicts us all.

When I teach an Inquirer’s Class, I always talk about our Presbyterian understanding of God’s providential care.  From a Reformed view of Calvinist theology, let’s look at God’s sovereign care of Blind Bartimaeus and his call to discipleship.  First, we need to remember that Bartimeeus is blind, at least physically blind, so he is incapable of finding his way physically to Jesus.  So, Jesus proclaims: “Call him here.”  And the crowds around Jesus, whose voices were trying to silence Bartimaeus, are now commissioned by Jesus to proclaim Good News.  “Take heart; get up, he is calling you.”  Bartimaeus cannot find Jesus on his own; Jesus calls Bartimaeus by way of the crowd.
But now let’s look at this story from the standpoint of Bartimaeus.  He is persistent in prayer.  He knows the source of his salvation, and he refuses to be silenced by the voices of the crowd.  Once called, he throws off his cloak.  One commentary I read pointed out that Jericho is at a lower elevation than much of the rest of Israel.  It’s a fairly warm place.  So perhaps the primary purpose of his cloak was to spread it on the ground as a place for people to place their tokens of charity.  For a blind man, it’s a vital and necessary tool in his life of begging.  But unlike the Rich Man earlier in this chapter and unlike the woman in N. T. Wright’s story, Bartimaeus leaves behind the familiar security of this way of life.  When called, Bartimaeus springs to his feet, throws off his cloak, runs to Jesus, and follows him on the way.  His trust in the way of Jesus made him well.
Some of you know that I spent most of this last week in Montreat at a continuing education event called Healthy Congregations.  Basically, the course teaches healthier ways for people to live together in relationships within the church.  The course identifies several unhealthy ways of dealing with conflicts or disagreements, and the course uses the metaphor of a virus.  These unhealthy ways of dealing with each other are sort of like a virus trying to infect the body of Christ or the church.

Healthy Churches have a strong immune system that doesn’t allow the virus to spread.  But to identify these unhealthy patterns of behavior and to learn Jesus’ way of a healthier life, you’ve got to take a good long look at yourself, to see yourself and to claim your own unhealthy habits.
Folks, we all need to recognize our own spiritual blindness,  and we all need to be aware that there are plenty of voices trying to silence our cries for God’s mercy.  Like Bartimaeus, we need to place our trust in God’s compassion.  We need to listen for God’s voice calling us into a deeper encounter with Jesus.  We all need to realize that our wholeness as a church is not something we find on our own.  It’s a gift from Jesus, the Son of David, who calls us to come closer.
A healthy church must be willing to drop the security of their familiar ways of relating to others and run to Jesus when he calls.  Like Bartimaeus, we are called to follow Jesus in Christian discipleship.  But Christian discipleship is not an easy way of life, because discipleship requires change.  Christian discipleship requires us to leave behind familiar but unhealthy forms of relationships.  Christian Discipleship sometimes requires us to challenge what we’ve been taught by our parents and even the church.  And Christian discipleship requires us to find our meaning and purpose and identity and even our security only in God.
And finally, we must recognize that we, the church, are the crowd following Jesus.  Sadly, sometimes we are the voices seeking to silence many who cry for God’s mercy.  But faithfully, at other times, we are commissioned to go out into the world proclaiming Good News.  “Take heart; get up.  Jesus is calling you.”

During Lent, I plan to offer a course on being a Healthy Congregation, and I hope you will answer the call and throw off your cloak and come near and participate.  And I also hope you will pray that God will bless this ministry.  But let me offer this warning.  Be careful what you pray for because God may be listening.  Seeing the world through God’s eyes and seeing yourself as you really are—warts and all—isn’t easy.  But, for me, it’s the only way to live.
“What do you want me to do for you?”  Asks Jesus.  I pray you will choose to see.
Let us pray:

I once was lost, but now I’m found.

Was blind, but now I see.

O Lord, when we hear Jesus say, “Take heart, get up!” give us the courage to throw off the cloak of our familiar forms of security and come near to Jesus, following in his way.  Amen.

David Cagle
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