Mark 10:46-52

Illuminations in the Dark
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Opening Prayer:  Gracious God, illumine the night of our lives with your celestial brightness; that by night as by day your people may walk in your ways and glorify your holy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  (Adapted from the Book of Common Prayer, p.133)
Some years back I had a really nice visit with Peter & Lydia Schroeder while they were doing some volunteer work on the Shekinah timber lodge.  Peter took me outside and showed me the trail that leads through the woods from the timber lodge to the cabins where they were staying while volunteering.  He said to me, “I have a story about this path.   One time not long ago I was working late at the timber lodge.  I didn’t bring a flashlight with me that day, and there was no moon that night.  The darkness was complete; utterly inscrutable.  Even after letting my eyes acclimate to the dark I could still see nothing.  I wasn’t sure how I was going to get back to our cabin, but I knew that I preferred trying to get there to the alternatives.  So I closed my eyes.  I got a feel for the way--  the grass was short on the trail, the sticks had been cleared from the path, the way back to the cabin was qualitatively different than the other paths into the wood or the wood itself.  Slowly, at first, I began the walk.  In just a short time I learned to know the way without actually seeing, and I began moving along at a descent pace.  I didn’t know how it happened, but I had learned to walk in the dark.” Lydia, Peter’s wife who was awaiting his return, adds a bit of commentary.  “It is difficult to await a loved one finding their way through the dark.  You worry; you wonder; you want to help but you can not.” (spoken by permission from Peter and Lydian Schroeder).  Learning to navigate the way when vision is clouded or absent is our lectionary lesson for today.  It follows nicely to Edna’s sermon about innocent suffering from a week ago.
Bartimaeus, son Timaeus—it is an interesting name.  According to one biblical resource on my shelves Bartimaeus is a composite of two Aramaic words:  Bar and Timae which literally translate to son of uncleanness.
  Lest we miss the reality of his uncleanness, his name is actually repeated in the verse:  Bar-timae, son of Timaeus.  We should note that in Mark’s gospel it is often those on the margins who understand most fully the ministry and mission of Jesus.  To undergird this point, Bartimaeus is sitting alongside “the way”.  Do people remember two weeks ago when I talked about the importance of accurate translation and how “the way” features prominently in Mark’s gospel?
   The Rich Young Man found Jesus on the way.  Well, we have something similar today where Bartimaeus is sitting along “the way”, which NRSV translates as roadside.  I love the NRSV translation of the Bible, but they missed it on both accounts.  Both the Rich Young Man and Bartimaeus find Jesus on the Way, and the Greek text points us to this connection.  This is a fascinating point to which I will return in a bit.  On with the story....


While the earthy vision of Bartimaeus is compromised, “son of uncleanness” seems to have an acute sense of hearing, a significant voice, and a substantial theological training.  He heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth--  he didn’t hear that Jesus was coming or that the crowds were talking about Jesus.  Baritmaeus literally “heard” that it was Jesus.  In the blindness of his life it appears Baritmaeus had developed a sophisticated holiness radar that let him know when someone like Jesus was passing by.  To boot, he addresses Jesus with a title previously unseen in Mark’s gospel:  “Son of David.”  Why is it that that a blind beggar 10 chapters on in a good messianic story is the first one to make this connection??   We learn later in Mark that Jesus has very mixed feelings about the anticipations and expectations around Davidic lineage, but at this point under these circumstances Jesus accepts the title.  Perhaps Jesus honours Bartimaeus’ titular acknowledgment because Baritmaeus understands what it really means to be the son of David.  Maybe, just maybe, when enshrouded by darkness we perceive things otherwise missed.  And with that observation, let me pause in the biblical study for a brief personal reflection.

You all know this as well as I do—there is less light these days.  I encounter this reality every day because I aim for a good walk every morning and evening.  This week I have been graced with moon rises and moon sets—and to be clear I am not walking that late or that early.  Still it is an amble in the quasi dark, and I love it.  Without the dark I would not have beheld that glorious moon.   As I saunter my familiar route I am taken with, and grateful for, the scents which are particularly fall like—the smell of dew and frost on grasses seeking hibernation, the smell of sap from trees which the beavers have recently felled, the smell of rose hips drying down.  I do not notice these smells in the same way during the day.  Walking in the dark is a gift.  And then there were the stars.  Even with the light pollution of Circle Drive and the brilliance of the moon, Orion has shone brightly.  I suppose Orion was up there at 8am as well, I just was unable to see it on account of too much light.  In the dark we see differently.  When we experience a spiritual blackout, a dark night of the soul, a season of sorrow—aspects of holiness may be more accessible than usual.  This is not to say that walking in the night is easy or a first choice, but there are gifts and signposts and presence in the midst of those times with limited vision.  Back to Mark 10.

The Baritmaeus story is linked with the narratives preceding it and following it.   Bartimaeus’ naming of Jesus as the son of David sets the stage for the passion narrative in Mark.  This is all well and fine, but I am most intrigued by this story’s connections with the two previous episodes in Mark’s gospel.  As I mentioned earlier both The Rich Young Man and Barimaeus encounter Jesus on the way.  The Rich Young Man tracks Jesus down on the way while blind Bartimaeus waits for Jesus along the way.   The Mark lesson from last week, to which Edna alluded in her sermon, was the rash approach of the Sons of Zebedee who ask Jesus for a favor.  Jesus replies to these “sons”, “What is it you want me to do for you?” (v. 36).  In today’s story we also have a “son of” a character calling out to Jesus, and Jesus asks him “What is it you want me to do for you?” (v.51).  Excepting the plural and singular tense, the questions are the same.  The linguistic links are there.  These stories are all connected.  What might this all mean?
Unlike the rich man, Bartimaeus is landless and disabled; he is a victim of the system, not its beneficiary.  Unlike the disciples, he dares not approach Jesus directly with his request.  He inquires not after the mysteries of eternal life or the top posts in the new administration, but after mercy, despite those who would silence him (10:47ff).  While the rich man walked away from the call to discipleship, Bartimaeus gives up what little he has (the cloak he casts off represents the tool of his panhandler’s trade; 10:50).  And Mark intentionally parallels his petition with that of the disciples.
Jesus said to the disciples, “What do you want me to do for you?”  They answered, “Grant us to sit on your right and left hand in glory!” (10:36f)
Jesus said to the blind man, “What do you want me to do for you?”  He answered, “Master that I might see again!” (10:51).

Jesus cannot answer the rich man’s question because he will not make reparation.  Jesus cannot grant the disciples’ request because it is based on delusions of grandiosity.  But Jesus can help the beggar because Bartimaeus knows he is blind.

The hopeful prophecy from Jeremiah is particularly meaningful at this point in the sermon.  Jeremiah directs the people, to say “Save, O LORD, your people, the remnant of Israel”.  In that scripture text the LORD chooses to include the blind and lame in the group of those who experience restoration in the land—not necessarily sight or movement, but restoration.  When Bartimaeus calls Jesus by name he might be keying into these promises given to the people of God.  As I mentioned earlier, the son of uncleanness has a keen theological awareness.  Probably first and foremost, he knows that he is blind.  That allows him to fall back into the grace which provides him additional ways of perceiving reality, making sense of it and coping.  This transitions us to a time of application.

In relation to this trio of texts biblical commentator Ched Myers writes, “In every area of discipleship the temptations of competitiveness, of jealousy, or of protecting one’s turf arise.  An examination of conscience is in order for all who would follow Jesus”.   In his list of examination question the following is included:  “Do I feel that gradually, over time, my eyes are being opened to new ways of being human—less interested in status, position, titles and more concerned about  ‘the other’, especially the needy?
   A daily reflection on the temptations of jealousy, competitiveness, or protecting one’s turf is not a bad way to end a day.  In fact, the teachers of spiritual practices call this the Examen.
A spiritual discipline of Eastern Christianity is derived, in part, from the Baritmaeus story.  The Way of a Pilgrim was published in Moscow in the later half of the 19th century.  A middle class Russian man suffered the death of his wife and a financially catastrophic fire to his property.  His quest for meaning finally took him to a monk who introduced him to the Jesus Pray—“Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me”.  The Pilgrim, as he came to be known, began reciting the Jesus Prayer three thousand times a day.  “At first this required considerable effort.  But within weeks he had increased this to six thousand and then twelve thousand  times a day.  Soon, he wrote, ‘My whole desire was fixed upon one thing only—to say the Prayer of Jesus, and as soon as I went on with it I was filled with joy and relief....’  The prayer became his constant companion as he performed his daily routines and continued on his solitary way.
  Do we have the sight to see our own blindness?  Do we have the wisdom to ask for mercy?  What might change in our lives if three thousand or six thousand or twelve thousand times a day we confessed our need for mercy?
In terms of application, a part of this Baritmaeus story also involves social discipleship.  A question I have been seriously pondering is the presence of Baritmaeus like people in my life.  I am a comfortably middle class male, maybe even too comfortable.  Most of the people in this congregation whom I call friends are comfortably middle class.  Many of us are comfortable.  Where do I, or we, in our lives hear the voices of those on the margins of society sitting on the Way?   Not that long ago I was visiting with someone with less security than me, and I was nattering on about some bourgeoisie concern.  My friend said to me, “Outside of rent and food, I don’t have extra money.  If I get laid off or fired, I do not know what I would do?”  Her comment was appropriate and called me to my senses.   The Baritmaeus story suggests that the sometimes the people on the margins are actually on the Way, maybe even further down the Way than me or us.  If this is the case, which the biblical text suggests, how am I or we creating space for these voices in our lives?  What might the environment say to us if we took time to listen?  What might the working poor say to us if we took time to listen?  What might the socially marginalized say to us if we took time to listen?  These are devastating questions to those of the middle and upper classes.  Given Mark’s positioning of the Baritmaeus story with the Rich Young Man as well as the ill fated request of James and John, however, I do not see how to avoid the issue.  I do not think we are necessarily called to the poverty with which Baritmaeus lived.   Maybe, though, we listen to the Baritmaeus people of our society and strive to shape public policy sympathetic to these on the margins.  Maybe, whatever our station in life, we cultivate the hope and courage to “throw off the cloak” which has become our source of security and follow this one called Jesus.  Maybe.  

God grant us mercy, courage, and strength.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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