
Proper 25B    Page 

2

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1October 25, 2009, Proper 25B  
Job 42:1-6, 10-17, Psalm 34:1-8, Hebrews 7:23-28, Mark 10:46-52

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen

It was Palm Sunday, and the family’s six year-old son had to stay home from church because of strep throat.   When the rest of the family returned home carrying their palm branches, the little boy asked what they were for. His mother explained, “People held them over Jesus’ head as he walked by.”


“Wouldn’t you know it, the boy fumed. “The one Sunday I don’t go to church, and Jesus shows up!”


Have you ever felt that way?   As though Jesus was showing up for your friends, your spouse, your next door neighbor, everybody, in fact except you?  I imagine that the blind beggar, Bartimaeus until this encounter with our Lord recorded in Mark’s gospel, had wondered about Jesus ever showing up for him.


Mark’s gospel this week records Jesus’ final healing miracle as well as the quickest trip ever through Jericho.  Jesus and his disciples have come to Jericho and leave it all in one short breath on their way to the events of Holy Week in Jerusalem.  Jericho is less than a day’s walk from Jerusalem and what is important in this gospel encounter is not the village but what lies beyond it.  


Mark alone identifies the blind beggar by name, Bartimaeus.   
Bartimaeus is sitting in his usual begging spot by the roadside between Jericho and Jerusalem.      Those who were blind or had other ailments in biblical times had no choice except to throw themselves on the mercy and generosity of others.  They were often persecuted and certainly powerless. One has the feeling, in fact,  that Bartimaeus has been begging by the roadside for many years.   It is entirely fitting that the restoration of Bartimaeus’ sight in Mark’s gospel be the conclusion of a set of chapters focused on discipleship, since Bartimaeus gives a crystal clear example of what it means to have faith in Jesus and follow him “on the way.”  It is also an unusual encounter in that the focus is not on Jesus but on Bartimaeus as a person for whom “faith will make well.”


So let’s focus on Bartimaeus, because I don’t know about you, but I can always use clues to faith or how to walk the talk.    First of all Bartimaeus relies on his community.  He is blind.  He is helpless, but he uses the people around him to help for more than just putting coins in his 

begging bowl.  He hears from his community that it is Jesus of Nazareth coming towards him and Bartimaeus reacts.  


Community encouragement and help are important not only to blind beggars by the roadside but to each of us.  For each of us is a blind beggar in some way or another and the others in our community provide the insight and gifts to fill in the gaps.  For example, have you ever had a person show up at the right time and right place or say exactly what you needed to hear? Community provides our reality check, and it is vitally important to our spiritual growth.  I have found over the years, for example, in the various Christian groups I have been a part of whether that is a small prayer group, at a retreat, in Bible study, or congregations that each group is able to provide much more spiritual insight that I would ever provide by myself.  Because when Jesus promises, “When two or three are gathered in my name, I will be with them,” he really means it.   And anything that our Lord is part of is definitely good.

           Bartimaeus in today’s story shows us that he needs community to get started, but he goes beyond that.    When Bartimaeus hears who is approaching, he begins to raise a ruckus.  Jesus is identified as Jesus of Nazareth, but when Bartimaeus begins calling for our Lord, which he does twice despite strenuous shushing, he calls out for “Jesus, son of David.”  The name change is significant.  As Jesus of Nazareth, our Lord had established himself with the reputation of a preacher, healer, teacher, and perhaps prophet.  Bartimaeus’ enthusiastic confession suggests that even though blind, he has the gift to see more than the crowd.    For Bartimaeus calls Jesus the Son of David. And  as the Son of David, Jesus is heir to the coming kingdom not just a wandering healer from Nazareth.  Bartimaeus, perhaps prophetically,  “sees” what the coming crowd in Jerusalem will later proclaim that Jesus is the Messiah.  


Everything about Bartimaeus’ faith is emphatic and decisive.  His conviction is unquenchable.  When others try to “shush” him down, this blind beggar shouts louder.  His faith in Jesus’ ability to heal him is so great that it in effect stops Jesus in his tracks as the gospel relates, “Jesus stood still.”  


 Then just as he had before, Bartimaeus relies on his community to tell him that Jesus has called him.  When he is told “Take heart; get up, he is calling you,” Bartimaeus springs into action.   What had been a dusty lump of a beggar sitting by the roadside is transformed in a vital, vibrant man, who first springs up and then throws off the cumbersome cloak that slows him down and he comes to Jesus. 

         How about us?  When told that Jesus is approaching, do we start shouting about who he is or do we listen to the shushing of the crowd?   Are we full of faith like Bartimaeus who could easily be identified as a fool for Christ or are we afraid of feeling foolish?   As I am sure most of us have, I have done both.


My husband Tom and I took a cruise to Alaska some years ago.    Even though I have had kids ask me if it is uncomfortable to sleep wearing a  clerical collar, I am sure that it does not come as a surprise to you that I do not wear a clerical collar everywhere I go.  And so I was not wearing a collar on this cruise.  Tom and I were assigned the traditional dinner seating which put us each evening with the same couples.   The advantage of that is that you get to know people on more than a superficial level.  But I have learned from previous experience that not everyone is overjoyed to discover clergy at their table.   So for the first few nights of the seven day cruise, we learned what everyone else at the table did for a living except me.  I definitely was not in the Bartimaeus role of enthusiastically jumping up and talking about Jesus.  But finally I “fessed up” and the reaction as I expected was mixed.  One of the couples was delighted and spent about an hour talking about it with Tom and I.  The other couple left the table and the topic was never mentioned again while they were present.   


The incident of remaining incognito did, however,  lead to me volunteering to celebrate Eucharist on the Sunday morning of the cruise which was delightful and much more Bartimaeus like.  I suspect that each of us here today has had similar examples of being incognito with our faith as well as proclaiming Jesus loudly and unabashedly. Because the story of   Bartimaeus points to a faith that wholeheartedly accepts Jesus as the Son of David  not being embarrassed or afraid to proclaim it.   


Finally in  the gospel encounter today, we reach a climax and Bartimaeus stands before our Lord and addresses him with unquestioning faith in Jesus’ unique being.   Jesus, like he has  done with others, asks Bartimaeus what he wants.  And unhesitatingly Bartimaeus simply answers him, “My teacher, let me see again.”  Are we as open with God in our prayers? Do we have a no holds barred honest prayer relationship with our God?


Notice what happens next in the gospel account, unlike the first healing of a blind man, Jesus simply says to Bartimaeus, “Go your faith has made you well.”   There is no miraculous eye spitting or staring– only faith.  And Bartimaeus is instantly healed to follow Jesus on his way to Jerusalem. 


I want to be crystal clear here that just because God does not immediately answer our prayers like he apparently does with Bartimaeus, it does not mean that we do not have enough faith.  Bartimaeus, before this encounter with Jesus, probably had been sitting by the road wondering, hoping and praying for years.   Because in my experience God seems to have three answers to our prayers, yes, no, and wait.     Our responsibility is to have the faith to live with the divine answer even if it takes years like this story entitled “The Pickle Jar.” 


The pickle jar as far back as I can remember sat on the floor beneath the dresser in my parents’ bedroom When he got ready for bed, Dad would empty his pockets and toss his coins into the jar.   They landed with a merry jingle when the jar was almost empty.  Then the tones muted as the jar was filled.  I used to sit on the floor in front of the jar and admire the coins that glinted like a pirate’s treasure when the sun poured through the window. 


When the jar was filled, Dad would roll the coins.   Taking the rolls to the bank was always a big production.   Every time as we drove to the bank, Dad would look at me hopefully, “Those coins are going to keep you out of the textile mill, son.  You are going to do better than me.  This old mill town’s not going to hold you.”


Also each and every time as he slid the box of rolled coins across the counter to the cashier, my dad would grin proudly and proclaim, “These coins are for my son’s college fund. He’ll never work at the mill all his life.”  


We would always celebrate each deposit by stopping for an ice cream cone.  I always got chocolate. Dad always got vanilla.  When the clerk gave dad his change, he would show me the coins nestled in his palm.  “When we get home, we’ll start filling the jar again.  You’ll get to college on pennies, nickels and dimes.  But you’ll get there.”


The years passed, and I finished college and took a job in another town.  Once while visiting my parents, I used the phone in their bedroom and noticed that the pickle jar was gone.   It had served its purpose and been removed.  My dad was a man of few words and never lectured me on the values of determination, perseverance, and faith.   The pickle jar had taught me all those values far more eloquently.


When I married, I told my wife, Susan, about the significant part the lowly pickle jar had played in my life.   The first Christmas after our daughter Jessica was born, we spent the holiday with my parents.   After dinner, Mom and Dad sat next to each other on the sofa, taking turns cuddling their first grandchild.  Jessica began to whimper softly, and Susan took her from Dad’s arms. “She probably needs to be changed,” she said carrying the baby into my parents’ bedroom to diaper her.  When Susan came back into the livingroom there was a strange mist in her eyes.  She handed Jessica back to Dad before taking my hand and leading me into the room.


“Look,” Susan said softly, her eyes directing me to a spot on the floor beside the dresser.   To my amazement, there, as if it had never been removed, stood the pickle jar.  The bottom already covered with coins.  I walked over to the old pickle jar, dug down into my pocket and pulled out a fistful of coins.   With a gamut of emotions choking me, I dropped the coins into the jar.  I looked up and saw that Dad, carrying Jessica, had slipped quietly into the room.  Our eyes locked, and I knew that he was feeling the same emotions I felt.  Neither one of us could speak.

As most of you are probably aware, next week is not only All Saint’s Day but Consecration Sunday.  Over the past few weeks, Brad, Gary, and Jane have shared their experiences with stewardship and urged you to make a reservation for our Consecration Sunday meal.  This weekend Kay and Tracy will add their voices urging you to attend.  The bottom line stewardship question is however, how much are we willing to give back to the Lord in gratefulness for what God has gifted us with, or what do I do with all that I have, once I say I believe.


As we prepare for that important spiritual decision on All Saints Day, each of us will be reflecting on the question, “What is God calling me to give as a percentage of my income?”  Notice that income might not be just money but time and talent as well.  “What is God calling me to give as a percentage of my income?”  That is a personal, spiritual question and three kinds of people answer it in three different ways.


Some people answer it by saying, ‘I feel God is calling me to give 10 percent of my income to the Lord’s work.  I have been thinking about tithing for several years, and I want to begin that spiritual journey this year.’


Another kind of person responds to the question like this: ‘Eventually I want to begin tithing, but I am not ready to do that this year.  I feel God is calling me to start somewhere–to drive my tent pegs in the ground at 5 percent or 6 percent or 4 percent–knowing that God will bless that decision by helping me to increase my giving in coming years.’


A third kind of person has been tithing for many years.  For example some have said in the past when they were just getting started, ‘We’ll tithe now; later we’ll do more.’  The years rolled by and now they say, “Wow, do we ever have more!  So much more that ten percent does not even come close to a sacrifice for us.  We feel God is calling us to give 15 percent or 20 percent of our income to the Lord’s work.   


As we prepare for Consecration Sunday, our annual stewardship Sunday, I know that each of us will be praying for God’s guidance as we prepare to answer the spiritual question.  “What percentage of my income is God calling me to give?”

The question for us today might  also be phrased do we have enough faith to drop coins in the pickle jar of stewardship?   Are we going, like Bartimaeus to be in community and  to jump up enthusiastically and ask our Lord to recognize us?   Or are we going to sit by the road as blind beggars and let Jesus pass us by?     I wish for us all the blessings of “Your faith has made you well.”

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.   Amen


