 

In the name of the Father; and of the Son; and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
A quick Admin note. I’m planning on putting all my sermons on my website, so if you would like to go through it again, or perhaps pick a few points to discuss with me, I’d love that. Just ask me for my web address.

As I’ve prepared for this sermon I've been struck (more so that ever before) at the importance of what I am doing. How I will be called to account for my preaching, quite possibly by one of you when I say something you might disagree with, or if I annoy you. If I do so, please understand that I am only trying to deliver the Word of God to you, and that sometimes it cuts deep, like a two edged sword. Or by my father, under whom my license is given, and to whom I have to submit my full texts before I preach them, how he might object to a passage, or a point I might be trying to make. Or even by the Bishop, on hearing some of the things I am sprouting forth might call me to task and accuse me of heresy! But ultimately to God and Jesus who can only punish me for leading even a single person astray by my preaching. Thankfully though, I am not the end point. As a preacher I can be assured that I am only the server of spiritual food, not the chef. In other words, look not at me or what I say, but at Christ. Or as the writer of Hebrews puts it, unlike me who has to daily offer sacrifices, or prayers, or beg forgiveness for my sins, but Jesus, who gave the ultimate sacrifice, once and for all, Himself, He is the way the truth and the life. I can only try by His grace and Spirit to pass on some words each time I preach, that will reflect Him to you.

But lets get to today's Gospel. I'd like to go through step by step, how Bartimaeus (mind if I call him 'Bart' it just rolls off the tongue easer), asked for healing and the meanings it may have for us today.

Bart knew whom he was calling. It wasn't just any other large crowd that was passing by, but rather 'When he heard it was Jesus then...' Then he did something. This event takes place near the end of Jesus' ministry. His fame had already spread widely. He is on his way to Jerusalem for the final showdown, the climax of His life, the reason He came in the first place. All the pressure is building up. And on the way, as He goes, a large crowd has begun to follow Him and His disciples. This is the crowd that greats Him as He enters Jerusalem with the event we celebrate on Palm Sunday If we read on a few verses, we have the crowd shouting 'Hosanna!' This is the same crowd that, as He stands before Pontius Pilot, call out 'Crucify him!' How quickly crowds can change. Like they changed for Bart. First they tell him to be quite, and then they're cheering him on. But it is within this crowd, when he hears that it's Jesus, Bart calls out, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”

And he calls out for mercy. Not for healing, or help, or even money, but for mercy. What a clear and concise recognition of Jesus' role. Jesus didn't only come to drive out evil spirits and to heal every disease and sickness, yes He did those, but they are a reflection of His primary mission: To reveal God to us, a God of mercy and love. Who better to show mercy to a blind beggar?

And he didn't ask, or even call, he shouted, he even shouted all the more. The crowd, they tried to hush him, but he was having nothing of that 'But he shouted all the more, Jesus, have mercy on me!' It may seem a bit odd that the crowd was trying to keep him quiet, even rebuke him. After all who would want to prevent someone from being healed? But it might help to reflect a bit on Bart's position. He was after all blind and blindness, or any other disability in Jesus time, was often seen as a punishment for sin. Like in John 9:1, when Jesus was asked by his disciples, "who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” So Bart wasn't high up on the popularity list. He was also a beggar, who sat beside the road under a cloak begging. Now that isn't so hard to imagine. After all we see beggars every day at robots, stop streets or car parks. Even ones who just sit at the side of the road, under a cloak, and beg. Very often we turn them away, just like the crowd does to Bart. I can almost hear their rebukes, 'Don't bother the man', or 'Oy you, get away!' But no, he persisted. Just like the Parable of the Persistent Friend in Luke 11, who comes to his friend’s house after dark. Picture it, you’re fast asleep in your bed, the alarm is on, the front door locked, bolted and dead bolted, the security gate is closed, the electric gates are chained, the electric fence on, and your mate calls you on your cell, 'Do you mind helping us out...' If your' anything like me the first word that will come out of your mouth would be 'Whaaaa?' (It take a while for me to wake up.) And after he's explained again, I'd have to ask again, 'What?!' But, as the parable goes on to say, if he keeps calling, or buzzing at the gate, the only way I'll get back to sleep is if I help him out. Not because I like him, I'd probably be more bugged with him just then, but because that's the only way I'll get some sleep. That is how Bart is. He doesn't let up! So Jesus hears him, and gets him to come over. Note the change in the crowd’s response, now they're happy for him, just because Jesus has noticed him! 

And Jesus doesn't just notice Bart; He calls him. So Bart jumps up and throws his cloak aside. One of the commentaries I read on this passage described that as a person throwing off their old life. While this is a pretty good way of describing someone who has just come to Christ, or been 'born again', it's also true for us here this morning. It is not a once off affair, but something we have to do continuously. As the second reading puts it, from the high priest's perspective, who have to 'offer sacrifices day after day, first for their own sins, and then for the sins of the people'. That is why each service begins with the confession. We have to throw off our cloaks, our sins, so that we can stand upright again, and come forward when Jesus calls us. Or in the words of the service, just before communion, 'Draw near and receive...' This is what Jesus does to Bart; He calls him. God is always acting first. He created the world, He give the instructions to Noah to build the ark. He called Abram to become Abraham, the father of a nation. He calls Samuel, and He sends His one and only Son. You could describe it as "God acts, Man reacts." Some theologians would even go further and say that man cannot even react, but rather that it is God within us that enables us to react, but I'll leave that there. God acts first. It is Jesus, with the crowd around Him that Bart shouts out too. It is Jesus who calls Bart, who jumps up! With enthusiasm! He's eager to receive the mercy he's shouted out for. 

Like in our first reading, ﻿“Sing with joy for Jacob; shout for the foremost of the nations. Make your praises heard, and say, ‘O Lord, save your people, the remnant of Israel.’” Enthusiasm. Yes it’s right to be proper and correct in here, but it’s also not wrong to be enthusiast in here. We are after all, enthusiastic outside of here. I am bit of a passionate sports fan, weather it’s in my living room, or like two weeks ago, in the dealing room of the Reserve Bank, when South Africa gets a wicket I go ‘Yes’! Sometimes even a bit louder, I’ve been known to scare the cat and even Michelle. Or when we score a try, I leap up and let even the neighbors know. Why then shouldn’t I be passionate in here too? Christianity is about being whole people, not just someone who puts on a robe to come to church on Sunday, but our whole beings, all of the time, everywhere should be involved. 

But what does Bart get? Well Jesus goes a bit odd here. He asks, 'What do you want me to do for you?' Well, Bart did ask for mercy, so I suppose that's a bit vague, but he's blind?! Can't Jesus see that, why doesn't He just heal Bart, snap His fingers or make some paste with spittle, smear it on his eyes… No, Jesus asks. God never imposes on us. As much as He acts first, He gave us free will. It is our God given right to say ‘No’. ‘No’ to God, and ‘Yes’ to the world, ‘Yes’ to drugs and sex and sin. When we come to Jesus, He always asks. So He asks Bart, and Bart replies, 'Rabbi, I want to see.' Sight is such an important sense. But we could also see this as spiritual sight, the gift to be able to see things for what they really are and not what they simply seem to be on the surface. Or to see the world and the people in it as Jesus sees them. To see the brokenness and hurt when things look to be going ‘OK’. Or the value and importance of someone we might otherwise disregard.

So Jesus gives him sight and sends him on his way. Take two aspirin and call me in the morning. Well, not quite. Jesus commends Bart for his faith, saying that that is what healed him. Jesus heals for many reasons; faith was simply the reason in this case. And Bart, in turn follows Jesus along the road. He's gone from sitting begging along side it, to following Jesus along it. He's no longer stationary, needing help, but moving with the source of his help.

 

So my thoughts for today are: Which role do we fit into in this reading? Are we like members of the crowd, easily lead or swayed in whatever direction it happens to be going? Or like Bart, do we recognize Jesus in the crowd; shout out to Him for mercy; receive His call and jump up; casting the old aside; receive healed; and move on with Jesus along the road. And my prayer is that each one of us will choose the latter today, and every day. Amen.

