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Jeremiah 31:7-9; Hebrews 5:1-6; Mark 10:46-52; Psalm 146. God has done great things for us; we are truly glad. 

These days, I realize that I’ve been preaching long enough that I’m on my second or third time with the same Lectionary readings. So I confess that these days, when I’m writing a homily, I do go back and see what I’ve said before – to make sure I don‘t repeat myself, and in the hope that there’s a gem in there somewhere worth repeating. So far – and I’ll pinky swear on this one  -- I’ve never recycled a homily. But I have sometimes been inspired by my own words, and this week is no different. Well, maybe a little different, in that I’m inspired to tell the truth, and that is that what I said about Bartimaeus the blind man  in 2018 wasn’t exactly the whole truth. 


On October 28 in 2018, I was preaching at the Church of the Nativity. And I mentioned that Bartimaeus’ name meant unclean. The blind man who called out to Jesus was named Bar (meaning Son of) Timaeus (the Unclean One). That was and is true. But what I didn’t know in 2018 was that the basis of the name Timaeus in Aramaic meant Unclean One; but in Greek, the same word translates to Honorable One.  I didn’t know that. And it got me to thinking …


What if, in Mark’s gospel, Bar-Timaeus is meant to be symbolic of us all? Not because of his blindness; that’s kind of obvious. But what if Bartimaeus represents us in a deeper way because he is neither unclean nor honorable, but both – a fully human tapestry woven of the light and shadow, nobility and brokenness? This particular story of the healing of a blind man appears in all three of the Synoptic Gospels, so that may be a clue as to its universality, and something we can reflect on. 

Again, In the story, it doesn’t really matter if Bar-Timaeus is Unclean or Honorable. What matters is that he knows that he is blind. And he is determined to see. Maybe Bartimaeus stands in for all of us because he sits on the side of the road, truly wanting to see himself as he is, and he cries out to the one who can heal his blindness --  Heir of David, Jesus, have pity on me.

Much is often made of the fact that Bartimaeus threw off his cloak. And much should be made of that, because of all that a cloak would mean to a blind man in Jesus’ day. One biblical commentary tells us that the cloak was an exterior garment, wide and long, without sleeves. It could serve as an outer garment, but also as a blanket. We see the important of cloaks in the Book of Exodus, where God gives this command on the subject of justice: If you take your neighbor’s cloak as security for a loan, you must return it to your neighbor before sunset. This cloak may be the only blanket your neighbor has. How can a person sleep without it? If you do not return it, and your neighbor cries out to me for help, then I will hear your neighbor, for I am merciful. (22:26-27).


A coat, a blanket, even a tool of the trade for a blind man, as coins are tossed into the cloak spread across his knees – a cloak is not something Bartimaeus would  part with lightly. It was his security blanket, as perhaps the cloaks we wear are ours. 

Nowhere in the gospel are we told that Bartimaeus was given a white cane to tap his way to Jesus; no one offered an elbow to guide him. When he heard the words, “Call him here,” Bartimaeus  threw that cloak aside, coins and all, on the outside chance that this miracle worker he  had heard about could heal his blindness.   


We might ask ourselves today, are we as determined as Bartimaeus to see? Are we willing to jump up and throw aside whatever cloaks we’ve been wearing that keep us begging at the side of the road? Are we willing to acknowledge that we are both Unclean and Honorable, and do we dare ask Jesus to let us see exactly where we are both? Do we want to see?

Seeing is a tricky business. In our Western culture, even in our faith tradition, Honorable is good. It goes with working hard, being a good person, being a tree that bears all the fruits of the Holy Spirit – charity, joy, peace, patience, benignity, goodness, and all the rest. Everybody loves Honorable.  

But Unclean, not so much. We’re not so eager to know the ways we fail, the dark corners where our brokenness lies, the things we’ve done over a lifetime that can still make us blush for shame. We’d rather not see clearly the things we struggle with every day, where we fall and where we fail. 
And yet, when Jesus asks me “What do you want me to do for you?”, I want to acknowledge my own  blindness. Like Bartimaeus, I ask to see, and to see it all. I want to see my life as God sees it. I want to see and own all the light and all the shadow. I want the scales to drop from my eyes so I can embrace every part of me – everything that’s broken and everything that’s whole – because all of that is held in God’s embrace. I want to be present to my covered-up anxieties, fears, and loathings; I ask to be present to all that I am. Where there is hatred in me – like St. Francis – I want to see that, so I can sow love. Where there is injury in me, I want to see that, else how can I sow pardon? How can I have hope if I cannot see my own despair? And how can I spread light and joy if I cannot see my own darkness and sadness? I really wonder -- is there a better prayer than “I want to see?”
 
We ask to know ourselves, we ask to see, so that we can be more like God in our world – whole, honest,  authentic, and capable of loving. That is truly the ultimate manifestation of amazing grace  – I once was lost, but now I’m found; was blind but now I see. We ask to see so that, like Bartimaeus, we can follow.  

 Thinking about  our reading from Jeremiah this afternoon, it’s true that God will always be there to guide us all back home to streams of water, on level ground where we will walk safely and not stumble. Reflecting on our  reading from the letter to the Hebrews, it’s true that Christ will always deal patiently with us as we wander around in our weakness.  And in praying the words of Psalm 146 that we heard today, it’s true that God will always do great things for us. But as the Maryland Lottery has taught us – you gotta play to win. And you gotta ask to see. When we have the courage to ask to be cured of our blindness, it will be for us, as it was  for Bartimaeus,  a moment of encounter with the Divine  that will make us – and our world – healed, whole and holy. And we will walk with Jesus. AMEN.    
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