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Well, I fully intended to pull together this sermon title and the text this week. Many of you 
know I am using a poem entitled, “To Be Alive,” as a theme for this stewardship month.  My 
thought was that people in our Bible story this morning try to shut down the blind man, 
Bartimaeus when he shouts and jumps around and jives with Jesus, the way we sometimes look 
down on people who dance in public, people who are looking for attention is odd ways that 
stick out.   
 
But a sermon has a life of its own, and it didn’t cooperate, so I am letting go of this week’s title 
and will combine it with next week’s – so next week’s sermon will be, “If We’re Not Supposed 
to Dance, Why all this Music?” Bartimaeus just took me a different direction, so here goes.   
 
Many of you know that these texts we look at each week are not picked willy-nilly, but are part 
of a three-year cycle of Bible passages called the Revised Common Lectionary.  The word 
common there refers to the fact that we Presbyterians share these texts each week with 
Methodists, and Lutherans, and Episcopalians, and Catholics and other denominations.   
 
Well, for the last eleven months we have been looking specifically at texts from the gospel of 
Mark.  Of late, we have been looking at one healing story after another from that gospel.  
There’s been the healing of a man with an unclean spirit, and then there was Simon Peter’s 
mother-in-law who had a fever and Jesus helps her.   
 
Based on such occurrences, Mark lets us know that Jesus is pursued by every person within fifty 
miles who has a lousy knee or a sick child.  There’s a man brought by his close friends on a litter 
who is paralyzed; there is a man possessed by demons, and another man with a withered hand.  
What then can be left to say about these miracles that hasn’t already been addressed, you 
might wonder?   
 
Well, along comes one more: a blind beggar known as Bartimaeus.  “Jesus have mercy on me,” 
he cries out.  “What do you want me to do for you,” Jesus wants to know.   
 
Is this another demon to be released, or sickness to be cured, or foot to be straightened?  
“Name it.  What can I do for you,” he’s asking.  Okay, what is ministry done in Jesus’s name if 
it’s not doing good things for people?   
 
For 6 years while in Oregon I served on what was called, “The Preparation for Ministry 
Committee” of our presbytery.  Our job was to see to it that people interested in becoming 
ministers were well trained, but we also were gate keepers, and it was our job to help then 
discern whether they had a genuine call to ministry.   
 



During intake interviews we would always ask, “Why are you seeking to be a minister, and nine 
times out of ten people would say, “Well, I like to help people.”  And of course, looking at all 
these stories about Jesus, it would be hard to quibble with such a response, no matter how 
simple.  Jesus seemed to spend 11 out of 12 hours a day doing just that.   
 
Years ago when I was starting out as a solo pastor I remember passing a small billboard on 
another church I’d see daily in my way to my own.  They did a great job of keeping their 
message fresh, except that the messages were always similar.  One week it would say, “Lonely? 
Come to our church.” The next week it was, “Depressed, Come to our Church.”  Then it was 
“Are you anxious all the time, come to our church, Jesus will fix that.”   
 
“What do you want me to do for you,” Jesus is asking  …  “Master, let me receive my sight, says 
Bartimaeus. It looks like we’re going to have another miracle.  Because that’s the gospel 
according to Mark, it seems: No matter what you need fixing, Jesus can fix it. What he’s done 
for others, he can do for you.  Even as he fed the 5000 he can feed you.  Come to his table, all 
who are hungry.   
 
Well, isn’t this what religion is about?  Getting your needs met?  I remember a conference some 
years ago that was presided over by a well know television evangelist.  “God wants to meet 
every one of your needs in life,” he proclaimed.  “Every one of them.  Whatever your heart 
desires, bring it to the Lord in prayer.”   
 
He then went to give an example of God’s magnificent beneficence – he said that there was a 
woman of his acquaintance who, when she had been unable to find a favorite pair of red shoes, 
she prayed to God, and lo and behold, there were her shoes, right under her bed.  More 
amazing than that, they were on the side of the bed she usually slept on. Can you believe it? 
“Praise God!” he said, and everyone chimed right in, “Praise God.”   
 
I meet with fellow clergy from time to time and I’ve been doing it for the last 38 years, and you 
know, I’ll just be candid, it is often a gripe session.  I can say this, as a very happy pastor here at 
Wasatch, but you know, many of these good men and women come to our luncheons and they 
look worn out and worn down, as well.   
 
They will often complain that someone who had been coming to their church a short time will 
disappear. The church will reach out to them asking what’s up.  Some will respond with an 
email that says, “This church just doesn’t meet our needs.”  Well, this is the way of the world, is 
it not?  I mean if you have cable and they drop Root Sports and you can’t watch the Jazz 
anymore, you’re maybe going to shop around, right?   
 
“Our family just isn’t getting fed by your preaching, pastor,” or “the church school is lousy,” 
whatever, and off they go.   
 



My pastoral colleagues will say, “Geez, when I was in seminary the pastoral guideline set for me 
was, “Have I been faithful?”  But now that I’m in the ministry I find that the real guideline is, 
“Have I done for you what you wanted done?”   
 
My first fifteen years of ministry there was one marketing group after another seeking to sell 
churches like the one I served (and this one too, I’m sure) on programs of evangelism – 
programs that promised to double your church attendance in a year or two years -- whatever. 
 
The formulas differed, but one element was always the same:  Go out into your community,   
the area around your church, and find out what people need. Maybe it’s childcare, or elder care, 
or a group for lonely moms.  Or maybe it’s an after-school program.  Get those going and you 
will be meeting people’s needs.   
 
If your church already had those forms of outreach, the same marketing folks would 
recommend something else:  ceramics classes, maybe, or single-again groups, or dog obedience 
classes.  They had a thousand ideas.  “What do you want me to do for you?”  said Jesus.  
 
Well, here’s my question:  What happened to all those people Jesus helped?  Where did they go 
AFTER their miracle?  The demoniac who completed therapy with Jesus?  The mother-in-law 
whose temperature went down? The ones who were fed by the thousands?  One would think 
they would have stayed around for the end of the story, but it seems they were nowhere to be 
found by the end of the book.   
 
Three weeks ago we had Dr. William Willimon here from Duke Divinity School leading a 
preaching workshop.  Dr. Willimon once told a story about a time early in his career when he 
was teaching a sixth grade Sunday School Class – not his favorite age group, apparently.   
 
I was telling them, in as vivid detail as I knew how, of the arrest, trial, and crucifixion of Jesus, 
how the soldiers carried him away, how Pilate and the people conspired to do him in.    
 
A hand went up.  “Yes, Bradford, what it is now?”  
“I wanna know where was the rest of them?”   
“Rest of who, Bradford?” 
“Them disciples.  Where was they when things got rough for Jesus.”  
“The disciples? Oh, they were long gone by then,” I replied. 
“No,” said Bradford, “the rest of them. Where were they?” he said 
“Where were who?” said Willimon. 
“The ones he helped and healed. Now that they had two good legs to walk on, and two good 
eyes to see with, where were they when the soldiers come to get Jesus?”   
“Well, I don’t know Bradford.” 
“Yes, you do,” he said softly. “They was just like most folks. They’d got what they wanted, and 
now they was gone.”  
 



Well the story we have today is different from all the other healing stories we’ve been looking 
at all this past year because in this one, Bartimaeus didn’t just get healed,  he followed.   
 
Commentators have long speculated as to why we are given the name of this blind beggar 
when no others, not even Peter’s mother-in-law, is named.  Why is he not simply introduced by 
Mark like the rest, like the “woman with an issue of blood?”  Why is he not just referred to as  
“a blind man?” 
 
Maybe it was because as the story was being told in the community gathered around Mark, 
some of the members of that community remembered Bartimaeus; remembered that he was a 
part of the original community around Jesus.  
 
Maybe he’d been a celebrity –remembered as one of the few whom Jesus had actually touched, 
one of the lucky whom Jesus had healed.   
 
I mean, imagine that for a moment.  The people there could touch him and lock eyes with him 
and it was like looking into the eyes of their Lord.  Bartimaeus was there and not somewhere 
else because he was one of the rare ones who followed.   
 
Years ago I remember meeting a fellow who had come up the hard way.  Yet, because he had a 
loving mother, a few teachers who saw a spark in him, and a great scholarship to a good 
university, he was lifted out of poverty and he established himself in an affluent neighborhood 
as a very successful attorney.   
 
A group from his mother’s church asked him if would take on a pro-bono case; the case of a 
young man who had run into trouble with the law.   
 
The young attorney responded with a quiet but emphatic, “No.” He would not take the young 
man’s case. Here is how he explained his choice.  He said, “I have often thought that I ought to 
go back and do something for those in my old neighborhood who are less fortunate, but I have 
had to work so hard to get where I am now. I am so glad to be out of the ghetto and all of the 
crushing poverty there that I just think it’s time for me to live a little and to enjoy the fruits of 
my success. I want to look ahead now, not back over my shoulder.” 
 
Okay, I guess I can understand that.  I can understand why so many who had been healed by 
Jesus, after being debilitated for years or maybe decades, felt it was high time for them to do a 
little living, to look after themselves, to finally find out what the fruits of good health could be. 
 
I can understand why they might decide to leave it to others to follow Jesus, leave it to others 
to help out in the ghetto, do pro-bono work, or offer their medical services to a free clinic 
somewhere.   
 
 



Maybe that’s just a natural reaction. Once we’re done being a Bartimaeus -- I mean, once we’re 
done living in the projects or whatever it is we’ve risen above, most of us don’t want anything 
to do with our old life.  We’d been so unlovely for so long, maybe, and now we have found 
success. We just don’t want to be reminded we were once a Bartimaeus.   
 
After all, look at him:  jumping up and down,  shouting rudely, calling so much attention to 
himself.  He should have been embarrassed.   
 
You know, there’s no word in the dictionary for the embarrassment we feel when we look at 
such a person, someone who behaves like that, and should be embarrassed for themselves but 
they aren’t, so we end up feeling that embarrassment for them.   
 
Yes …. but let me suggest something here --- let me suggest that if we can identify with 
Bartimaeus -- if we can remember a time when we, ourselves, were needy, or maybe just young 
and clueless --- (we were all of us young and clueless once right?). Maybe we’d learn something.   
 
I think we’d get along better in this country if we could remember we weren’t always as well 
established as we might feel now.  We might understand better why others feel the way they 
do about whatever it is that makes them feel angry or powerless or forgotten. Whatever might 
make them speak up for themselves in an uncharacteristic way.   
 
And there’s something more – if we get to know them, these lonely people, we might also 
discover what kind of hearts they have – what kind of resilience they might carry in them, the 
kind Bartimaeus must have had to ask for the help he asked for.  If we can really look at them 
we might learn they have a story – a story worth hearing.   
 
Here’s a poem I wrote some years ago based on an experience I had with someone who lived 
on the edge.  She was a very quiet person but she spoke up for herself once and I felt the 
deepest empathy for her, and then I felt like I’d been lucky to know her.  I will close with it.   
 

Bypasses 

 
I thought this to be a drop-off affair,  

but when Reception asks her  

for her living will, I decide to stay.  

I cannot remember her name, this quiet,  

duteous woman who I think of now 

  

like the shy aunt you never quite got  

to know. We wait in pre-op three hours  

before the surgeon shows up,  

and I take in the word, Mercy,  

printed upside-down on his head-wrap.  

 



He repeats what she already knows –  

that they cannot determine how many 

bypasses she will require until they open her  

chest and take a look. He says this  

without using the words open or chest 

 

and makes clear that he has little idea  

what surgery might buy her. After a silence  

that stings she lifts her eyes to ask 

if she might have a heart transplant.   

She is aware she is asking for something big –  

 

maybe not the moon, but surely one of the moons 

of Jupiter, it has so many. He blushes  

with practiced apologies and in a moment  

is gone. Any hope in the room bleeds out  

and I see abandonment bead up on the glossy 

 

 white wall behind her. She reads this, I think,  

in my eyes. Smiling crookedly, she says,  

“I got heart-lucky once. He was sixteen.   

Came in my bedroom window. Even sang to me.  

I thought to make him shush, but I couldn’t.   

 

Amen 


