
Last Sunday we stepped away from the lectionary readings to spend some time in Ecclesiastes, the verses of chapter three that remind us that there is a time and season for everything under God.  Our look at these scriptures reminded us that there are some season over which we have no control; there is a time to be born, a time to die, a time to plant and a time to harvest.  However, as we discovered in Jonathan Larson’s musical Rent ever season can and should be a season to love.  Last week we took time out of the ritual of following the lectionary and the traditions we have grown to expect here at NDWC to honor those who are living with and affected by HIV/AIDS.  Following the service we attended the AIDS Walk in Atlanta and we were blessed to be a part of thousands who gathered to honor and to remember the same

As we return to the lectionary this week, we find the story of Bartimaeus, the blind man who has called out to Jesus in a crowd that gathered on his way to Jerusalem.  To truly understand what’s going on with the story of Bartimaeus, we must look at the story we omitted last week that is the gospels recount of two brothers, James and John, who have asked Jesus for high positions in the Kingdom that Christ has come to establish.  "Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory,” they asked Jesus.
James and John have raised this issue with Jesus at what probably could not have been a more inopportune time.  We know from our knowledge of the scripture what awaits Jesus once they reach Jerusalem.  These two brothers have placed their sites on riches and honor.  Jesus, however, is very much aware that there is none of that waiting for him in Jerusalem.  There is no crown of gold awaiting Jesus, but rather a crown of thorns; no throne of honor, but rather a cross of shame; no lasting welcome and obedience, but rather eventual rejection and disgrace, not life of royal luxury, but rather a traitor’s death, no spacious palace, but rather a borrowed tomb. 

It is with this future before him that Jesus hears the request of these two brothers.  Their ignorance of what is happening around them runs painfully deep.  What they want is power; what they care about is to be seen.  They hope for high office in order that others may look up to them all the while forgetting what Jesus has been teaching them about serving others. 

The story about James and John is followed immediately by the story of Bartimaeus.  He and his disciples have reached Jericho, some fifteen miles from the holy city.  The streets of Jericho are swarming with people from all over the world who, like Jesus and his group, are on their way to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.
Now it is important to note here that many during the time of Jesus has claimed to be the Messiah and it was not uncommon for the people of any city to hear these claims as people were traveling through, however, many in the crowd had heard rumors about Jesus; that perhaps he is the real thing, and so his arrival often stimulated the people of the city he entered, causing great crowds to gather.  People were eager to see for themselves the reputation that often preceded Jesus and his disciples.  Perhaps they would hear some word of wisdom or witness a miracle or receive a blessing for themselves.
We meet Bartimaeus, not as Jesus enters into Jericho, but rather as he begins to leave the city.  From outside the crowd we hear the voice of a blind beggar calling out to Jesus, hailing his as David’s son and asking for mercy.  Bartimaeus is a perceived as a pitiful man; sightless sitting along the roadside.  Perhaps his cloak is laid out before him ready to catch the coins tossed to him by generous persons passing by.

His eyes may be void of sight, but his voice is strong.  Devoid of any shame he continually shouts to Jesus, even though those near him attempt to silence.  He only shouts more loudly as they rebuke him; the more they tell him to be silent, the louder he shouts, demanding mercy.
Jesus hears the man’s cries and tells those around him to “Bring him here.”  How many of us here today feel that we too are limited by our own inabilities, physical ailments, socio economic standing or cultural status.  If there was ever anyone who had an excuse to feel cast aside and forgotten, it surely would have been Bartimaeus.  The culture of the time cared little about the disenfranchised.  It was easy to ignore and forget those who were differently abled and yet here we find Bartimaeus demanding to be seen, not in the same way as James and John had requested from Jesus, but in a way that is deserving for all God’s people.  Bartimaeus did not want to accept anymore that he had been cast aside.  He was no longer content to be passed by as unable to be seen as he was unable to see.
As Bartimaeus stood before him, Jesus asked him a question that to most would have seemed to have an obvious answer, “What do you want me to do for you?”

Bartimaeus, addressing Jesus as rhabboni (rhab o nee) or teacher, answers Jesus with, “let me see again.”  Without any hesitation or act of grand gesture, Jesus instruct Bartimaeus to, “Go.  Your faith has made you well.”  Immediately, sight is restored to Bartimaeus; he is able to see again.  What he does next is equally worth noting.  From there he follows Jesus on the road to Jerusalem.  So many before Bartimaeus had left the place of their healing, away from Jesus and back into the world, but Bartimaeus was different.  Bartimaeus follows Jesus.  Bartimaeus chooses the road of discipleship over returning to the world alone.
Bartimaeus had made a different request of Jesus than did James and John.  He did not seek power over others.  He did not hope for high office in order that others would look up to him.  Though he does demand to be seen, it is not his only concern.  To just have been noticed, then he bellowing in the midst of the crowd would have satisfied that need.  It isn’t that he did not care to be seen, but rather he wanted to take it a step further.  Bartimaeus wanted to see. Based on his reaction to his healing, his desire to follow Jesus rather than to run away, we see that he has the servant heart that Jesus has been telling us about for weeks. 

To see or to be seen?  What desire what Bartimaeus wanted or to desire the ambitions of the brothers, these are the options that await many of us today.  We can be concerned with ambition, distinction, and self praise – all the things that separate us from the rest of the world or we can desire to be given the opportunity to see; to look not with just ordinary eyes upon an ordinary word, but to “see again” as Bartimaeus did.  To gain a vision that is acutely aware of those around us, to no longer overlook those who are in need but to view and recognize a world full of forgotten, rejected and marginalized people whose worth is no less important than our own.

Do we feed our egos or find our souls?  What way we you choose?  Do we simply want to be seen by those around us, or do we want to see others; to truly see them?  Are we locked in to our own ambition, or are we willing to follow Jesus; wherever the road may lead us?
Being seen can be fun. On the other hand, seeing can be painful.  When we look with our earthly eyes, it is easy to see a world of aesthetic beauty.  We are in the heart of the fall season and God is painting our mountain sides with rich colors of red, orange and yellow as the leaves turn before they fall.  If we allow Jesus, however, to restore our sight, to allow us to “see again,” then we begin to see beyond the aesthetics and more to through the heart and to the heart of this world; a world full of tremendous beauty and pain.  We become sensitive to the people around us.  Seeing with the heart is costly.  It cost much to be an artist, an advocate for social justice, a person of prayer, a child of God, a servant of all.
Just as for Bartimaeus, the roadside beggar, so it is also for us.  When we come to see the world around us, when blindness gives way to true sight and that true insight gives way to insight, then what begins to work within us is not our worldly nature, abilities and desires, but rather our faith begins to work in us.  Bartimaeus was told that his faith had made him well.  Won’t our faith also make us well; help us to recognize more freely God’s will for our lives and be better equipped to follow him.
Many of us here today are in the position of the blind beggar; marginalized and living in shame.  If so, then your name is Bartimaeus, literally translated as one deserving of Honor.   Maybe we care more about how the world perceives us rather than how we are to perceive the world; more about us than others.  Don’t make the mistake that James and John made.  Don’t ask to be seen but rather desire to truly see.
Ask God this morning for the gift of sight; call out to him just as Bartimaeus did.  Don’t let anything get in your way; not your health status, not your age, not your sexual orientation and especially not your past.  Ask God today for the gift of sight and the insight that it brings.  Seek to look upon the ordinary world and find in it everything extra-ordinary; people in need; people of worth; people who need to see Jesus through you and in you; people who need to discover their own self worth and right to gain sight into the Kingdom that Christ has brought us.  Be a person of honor, an artist of life and love, an advocate for social justice, a person of prayer, a child of God, a servant of all.  
Ask for the gift of sight and you, like Bartimaeus, will become a disciple willing to get up and journey with Jesus to Jerusalem and beyond.  Amen.
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