
Seeing Bartimaeus

Introduction:

Greetings to you from Campfire in the heart house of prayer in MBANTUA Alice springs
central Arrentre country where by the grace of God the work and ministry of Making peasce
continues to build deeper roots.
You can read more about developments in the spring update that I have provided alongside
this sermon.
I would love any of you to get in touch for a longer conversation. Please do.
I hope to be able to return east in early December to touch base in person.
In this time of separation I thank you for the love, support and prayers that you send our way.
Owen and I pray for the work of Mike and Barney’s . I  have been reading the news from the
parish and commend you on how you have maintained community in this strange time of
exile.

Let us Pray
Lord your WORD is a light to our path. Lead us by your Holy Spirit into your WORD
where your love is revealed to all who call. Open our eyes Lord and help us to see
you.

This week my Aunty Flo died at the age of 95 years . She was a bright beacon of Christian
wisdom in my life. A woman who helped me see Jesus. One of her many pearly sayings
about life in general,  was…..   “hindsight is never available when you need it”
We all know that Hindsight faithfully shows up after a situation or event has been and gone.
I can imagine that in this very moment you can recall a time in your life when... oh how you
wished    you had known what you did now ………and perhaps would have done things …
differently.
………
Or maybe you might say….  In hindsight it was a great idea and it all worked out.
In the current crisis Hindsight has been a critical marker as we navigate a confused world in
a pandemic. It has wrought valuable lessons that are now helping us to make decisions for
the future. It has also flooded the market with conspiracy theories from those who think
they can see. When the fact is none of us can see clearly right now. We are all walking
along life’s road searching for answers and asking healing for our world .

Many questions have been asked in hindsight.
Such as Should authorities have allowed the Ruby Princess cruise ship to disembark ?
We have also witnessed our leaders saying things that perhaps they now regret.
I can assure you up here in the Northern Territory it is a race to vaccinate our vulnerable
first nation elders before all the border gates swing open. It is a race to thwart false
information peddled by some.

In hindsight had i've  have known where the reconciliation ministry of Making peace would
take me … away from home, friends and family. To wild places and into contested
political arenas? In the middle of a pandemic ? Would I have gone if I had known the
cost?
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The answer is yes I think I would have and also yes I think I would have done some things
differently.

Living in the desert heart of our nation I find myself drawn to the stories of the desert fathers
of early christian history.
Abba Agathon was said to have kept a stone in his mouth for three years until he thoroughly
learned to hold his piece   … I Haven't tried it .
But I can say the thought of that stone helps me to be a better listener. And better at seeing.
Isn't it wonderful to know that God is merciful and compassionate, slow to anger. And his
mercies are new every morning.  He generously heals our blind spots. I have learned that as
a follower of the way I am sometimes more likely to think that I can see! and forget to go to
Jesus.

Daily I must come to Him, throw off that which hinders me from reaching out to him and like
Bartimaeus a blind beggar ask to see him again.  If I cannot see Jesus I cannot not lead
others to him. I am the blind leading the blind.

The gospel of Mark with its fast paced narrative is written by a man moving in the rich space
of hindsight having been a first class witness to the miraculous life, ministry, death and
resurrection of Jesus the Messiah.

Mark writes on the other side of Pentecost as a man who sees everything clearly.
Jesus is the Son of God, the promised messiah. He will blot out our transgressions. The one
foreseen by the prophet Isaiah.
And ….he will open the eyes of the blind..
As the Holy Spirit is poured out on the early church in Acts 12 and 15 , Mark the evangelist
gets a mention. He's still in the thick of it, bearing witness to the risen Lord who is making
good on his promise to be with them to the end of the age.
Biblical scholars think that the gospels were written in communities a bit like early theological
colleges or universities.

It is evident that Mark has carefully studied the prophecies in Isaiah and has found they
are perfectly enacted and fulfilled in the life of Jesus. He writes with unshakable immediacy,
as one who has found a treasure and must tell it  ….quickly... before any pearl is lost.
Mark tells his story through the eyes of the disciples as they struggle to see. Mark is a man
with 20:20 vision

Seeing clearly and Blindness in the gospel of Mark is a metaphor for a spiritual condition that
the prophet Isaiah spoke of 8 centuries before.

Blindness in Isaiah and Mark is not a condition that the world is having; it's a
condition that religious people are having….. precisely because ….
THEY THINK THEY CAN SEE.
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In Isaiah Chapter 6 verse 9 as quoted by Mark in chapter… 4
Isaiah said ...that the people of his day who were religious .. would be ever seeing but
never perceiving. Always hearing but never understanding.
Who is blind but my servant ...or who so deaf as my messenger whom I send?
Who is blind as he that is at peace with me ….or so blind as the servant of the Lord?

It's a sobering thought that we the people of God could lose sight of him and become lost in
our own understanding. And in the mission of Makingpesce it drives me to my knees.
Do we sometimes even now as people of the risen Lord think that those outside the church
are the only ones who cannot see God?

In Mark there are two stories of men who were blind.
In chapter 8 Jesus takes a blind man by the hand and spitting on his eyes brings him
through to a place where he can claim only partial sight . He can see but he can’t see
clearly Again Jesus lays hands on him and the man declares that he can see clearly
everything.
This story is a precursor for the partial blindness of the disciples that follows until we arrive
at chapter ten and meet the blind beggar Bartimaeus.
Bartimaeus calls out to announce the coming king in the conclusive identity of Jesus as
prophesied in Isaiah chapter 9 verse 6 and 7

“ Jesus Son of David have mercy on me …. Son of David, have mercy on me !

These two seeing miracles form bookends for a series of gaffes and fumblings of the
disciples that reads like a comedy of errors.
Mark has gathered the eight stories together in a mini series to almost garishly show them
as missing the point. They keep getting it wrong when to us the readers with the hindsight of
all scripture it's obvious!!!
Have you ever watched one of those mastermind TV quiz shows where the contestant
doesn't know the answer but you do.? And you shout at the television! As if they can hear
you?  It's that kind of emotion … oh come on !! that Mark is stirring in us.
Mark depicts Jesus as graciously letting them fall into pits of their own making because it is
only in stumbling and falling headlong that true learning takes place.
Bartimaeus, totally blind, poor and displaced, is the only one who does not stumble. Pardon
the pun ...but it beggars belief!

In the stories that follow the disciples echo this notion …...Lord what you are saying beggars
belief!
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Jesus asks his disciples ,who do you say that I am?  Peter says, “why, you are the Christ,
the Son of God. So he can see.. but a moment later when Jesus describes how the Christ
must suffer Peter says ...No  Lord that will never happen to you.! So he can't see clearly.

John approached Jesus and said “ we saw someone casting out demons in your name so
we told him to stop because he was not one of us. So he can see ….. but he can't see that
the kingdom of God is for all the world.

A rich man comes to Jesus and Jesus tells him to sell all that he has and give to the poor
and follow him…..
The disciples say ...“well who then can be saved”?
Peter says but Lord we have sacrificed everything for you! So he sees .. he's a generous
self giving man, he's disciplined.  For Peter it's still a sacrifice but for Jesus it's an upgrade.
Peter can see ….but he can't see clearly.

It's no accident that Mark brings us the two identical questions: What do you want me to do
for you?spoken by Jesus in verses 36 and 51.
First to the disciples and then to Bartimaeus

“Grant that in your kingdom we may sit in your Glory one at your right and one at your left “
say the disciples…..   so they see that Jesus is the Messiah and is forming a kingdom that
is coming into this world but they can't see clearly because they are looking for positions of
power and authority.

The answer by Bartimaeus to this question is offered in complete faith and childlike
trust.
As he runs to Jesus…. Mark is careful to show us that Bartimaeus sheds his beggar’s
garment, symbol of his lowly status and identity.
Beggars of this time wore specific clothing that marked them as needing to receive alms.
So he abandoned his livelihood on a crowded road to get to Jesus because even without
physical sight he recognised him  This is in direct contrast to the rich man who chose not to
leave anything behind and went away grieved. In verse 22

‘Rabboni I want to regain my sight’ says Bartimaeus.. and as he fixes his new eyes on
Jesus, he sees the face of the Son of God set like a flint for Jerusalem and he follows him on
the road. That cloak is still on the ground.

In the story of Bartimaeus, Mark resolves these tensions of misunderstanding and in one
stroke brings the action and identity of the healing Son of God together with the hindsight of
error and the insight of truth.
After a torrid journey with the disciples we are back on our feet.
By the time we get to meet Bartimaeus we can see Jesus clearly too.
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At this point in Mark's narrative we find ourselves out of Jericho and heading up to
Jerusalem 22 kilometers from its gates. Crowds and a great multitude are pressing onwards
from Jericho to attend the feast of the passover. It is from within the writhing throng and
confused rabble of life that Bartimaeus calls for help. So many were calling that day… This
man called in faith and Jesus called to him.

In a world struggling with suffering, violence and confusion many are calling and looking for
the way. It is difficult to see what is going on and to know what is yet to come. We all have
been on a long journey. So many are re-thinking ideas of faith that they may have
abandoned .

Now more than ever is the time to fix our eyes on Jesus the author and perfecter of our faith.
Spend some time trying to look past the symbols of this struggling world and endeavour to d
see what God is about in the midst of all this.
Look for Jesus in the WORD of God on this tricky road. Keep it close to you. Keep your
lamps burning .. keep extra oil on hand.
Listen out for signs that someone is calling to God. Do what he tells you to do.
Ask to be shown the things that hinder you. Leave them behind and go to him. Call to him.
He is calling for you.

Prayer
Almighty God our father, may we encounter the power of your only Son Jesus Christ our
Lord who can renew our sight and who uplifts the human spirit. The one who grants
hindsight when we need it most and light for our path when we can’t see clearly ...  who
keeps our feet from stumbling. Amen
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