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“Blind Bartimaeus”

(2nd in a series of four sermons entitled, “Transforming Encounters”)
Two psychiatrists were attending a convention.  One asked the other, "What was your most difficult case?" 

His colleague replied, "Once I had a patient who lived in a pure fantasy world. He believed that a rich uncle in South America was going to leave him a fortune. All day long he waited for a make-believe letter to arrive from a fictitious attorney. He never went out or did anything. He just sat around and waited." 

"What was the result?" asked the first psychiatrist. 

"It was an eight-year struggle," replied the second, "but I finally cured him . . . And then that stupid letter arrived . . ." 

Like the patient of the psychiatrist, Bartimaeus had a fantasy. His fantasy was that one day he would see again.  Of course it was a foolish dream.  Everybody knew that people who were blind didn’t spontaneously regain their sight. 

There were no eye specialists in first century Judea.  Even if there had been, Bartimaeus didn’t have the resources to pay a doctor.  By all definitions he was a nobody. In society's eyes he was a worthless blind man who begged all day for food and money outside the city gate. No one really paid much attention to him. It was almost as if he didn't exist.  

Like many of the homeless in our community, Bartimaeus was one of the invisible people who lived in Jericho.  You know, people you see on the street, but politely ignore as if they weren’t there.  That was Bartimaeus.  A blind beggar sitting beside the road. The object of pity and silent contempt. 

But one day something unexpected happened.  Jesus and his disciples were passing through Jericho on their way to Jerusalem.  A large crowd soon gathered to see Him pass through their town.  The news of His compassion and His healing power had become legend. People wanted to see and touch Him.

So, in an act of desperation and blind faith, Bartimaeus cried out in a loud voice, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!"  But people rebuked him and told him to be quiet.  Undaunted by their scorn, Bartimaeus shouted all the louder, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" 

We don’t know what motivated Bartimaeus to act so boldly that day.  It may have been that he was unwilling to passively accept his fate of being a blind beggar.  It may have been that he still had a miniscule sense of personal dignity and self worth that refused to die. Whatever it was Bartimaeus would not be silenced. 

William Barclay, the noted biblical scholar from the early part of the 20th Century, once said there are three things which cannot come back: the spent arrow, the spoken word, and the lost opportunity. Bartimaeus could not know what lay ahead for Jesus in Jerusalem.  He could not know that the Master would be crucified there.  He did know, however, that Jesus was here, now, and he wasn't going to allow this opportunity to pass him by.

Fortunately, Jesus heard Bartimaeus' cry over the commotion caused by the crowd, so Jesus stopped.  He instructed His disciples to call Bartimaeus.  So they did, finding him sitting by the wayside.  They said to him, "Cheer up!  On your feet!  Jesus is calling you." 

What had been a dusty beggar sitting by the roadside suddenly was transformed into a vital, vibrant man.  We’re told he sprang to his feet and threw off his cumbersome cloak. Bartimaeus went to Jesus as quickly as he could.

Then Jesus asked him an intriguing question, "What do you want me to do for you?"  What a strange question to ask a blind man.  You would think it would be obvious to Jesus what Bartimaeus wanted.  But for whatever reason Jesus asked the question, Bartimaeus replied, "Rabbi, I want to see again." 

Interestingly, not all blindness is caused by the inability of the retina to perceive objects.  There are other kinds of blindness as well.  I’m reminded of the courageous Helen Keller who was born both blind and deaf.  On one occasion in her later life when she was speaking to a crowd of admirers, she said that the worst calamity that could befall anyone was "to have sight yet fail to see."  Of course she was referring to the failure to comprehend what our eyes do see.

What a tragedy for those who are able to see, yet are blind spiritually, mentally, and morally.  People with two good eyes, yet see only the objects that pass through the retina.  

Years ago two men walked along old Fifth Avenue in New York.  One stopped and said, "Do you hear that?"  "Hear what?" his companion asked. "A cricket," replied the other. "Of course not.  You must be crazy"  The first man paused, then looking down by a downspout of an old brownstone house he saw it: a cricket.  Said the first man, "Do you want to know what most people are listening for?"  With that he reached into his pocket, took out a handful of change, and dropped it on the sidewalk. Immediately people stopped and began looking for the loose change. 

As a rule we hear what we want to hear, and we see what we want to see. 

Before Jesus miraculously restored Bartimaeus’ vision, Bartimaeus possessed a spiritual vision that allowed him to see by faith.  Though physically blind, Bartimaeus had 20/20 faith vision.  He recognized Jesus for who He was: the Son of David, the Son of God.    

After healing Bartimaeus, Jesus said to him, "Go, your faith has healed you."   

That last sentence sums up the story.  No longer was Bartimaeus a beggar sitting beside the road.  Now he was a follower of Jesus.   His life had been transformed.  Not just because his sight had been restored, but because he had discovered the Lord of his life.  That discovery transformed his heart and mind.

It is said that the great Protestant Reformer of the 16th Century, Martin Luther, wrote on a scrap of paper shortly before his death a simple sentence that read, "We are all beggars."  

He was right.  Because of sin we are all beggars in need of our Lord's compassion and healing.  In some way we’re all handicapped and need to be restored to health.  It might not be a physical handicap like Bartimaeus’, but maybe a spiritual one, or a mental, relational, or emotional one.  Not all handicaps are physical or visible. 

Whatever the source of your difficulty or suffering this morning, Jesus is willing to heal you and make you whole - even as he did Bartimaeus.  All you need to do is tell Jesus your hearts desire.  Come to Him and trust in His healing power, and experience for yourself a transforming encounter with Christ our Lord.   

Amen

Please join me in prayer.  

God of mercy, we acknowledge we all suffer with some difficulty or handicap.  If not physically, certainly spiritually, relationally, mentally or emotionally.  Though we may be physically healthy, we acknowledge in some way we are broken or hurting.  We need Your healing touch.  By the power of our merciful Lord, heal us of our brokenness and make us whole.  For we pray this in the name of our Savior, Jesus Christ, our great physician.  Amen.
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