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I must confess that when I read this scripture a few weeks ago during my planning process, I was 
not inspired.  My first thought was along the lines of “Are you kidding me?  Another story about 
Jesus healing a blind man?  Who cares?!”  But as I began this week with the full intention of 
using another pericope from the lectionary to preach from, maybe even one I’d preached before 
to give myself an easier birthday week, this story began to grab ahold of me.  Perhaps it was the 
persistence of Bartimaeus.  Perhaps it was the oddity of some of the structure.  But by the time I 
had my weekly discussion with my lectionary study group, I was full speed ahead with this little 
story.  So this morning, I want to share with you some of the things I discovered in my deeper 
readings, researches, and conversations, all with an eye, as usual, to what kind of message there 
is here for us, two thousand years later and thousands of miles away, with very different 
situations from the people gathered outside Jericho that day. 
 
That’s the first peculiar thing about the story, by the way; they are gathered outside Jericho.  
Mark seems to want his readers to notice this – he mentions their location twice in two 
sentences: “They came to Jericho. As he and his disciples and a large crowd were leaving 
Jericho…”  It’s either a very clumsy construction or it indicates an excised story of something 
that happened in Jericho in between or it’s a signal from the author that we need to be aware of 
the locale.  As I’ve said within the last couple of weeks, the Gospel According to Mark does not 
look like clumsy work to me.  There is some real literary skill in this fast moving account of the 
ministry of Jesus.  Nor are there any manuscripts that give any indication that this passage was 
ever structured differently.  The inescapable conclusion is that Mark wants us to notice that this 
happened in Jericho.  Why? 
 
Jericho, of course, was not unknown in the salvation history of Israel.  The early chapters of the 
Book of Joshua tell how that city was the last obstacle the Children of Israel faced before they 
entered the Promised Land.  Perhaps you remember the story or at least the song?  “Joshua fit the 
battle of Jericho, Jericho, Jericho!  Joshua fit the battle of Jericho and the walls come-a tumblin’ 
down.”  There was no prolonged siege, no battering rams, no scaling of the walls.  Instead, at 
God’s command, the Hebrew people marched around and around the city and when they shouted 
and blew their horns, the walls simply fell down.  That’s the miracle story, anyway.  By Jesus’ 
time, there was a town which supported one of Herod the Great’s lavish palaces.  The place was 
a crossroad, integral to trade, and therefore well guarded by the Romans.  And the protagonist of 
both of these stories, of course, is actually named Yeshua.  For reasons of clarity, I suppose, we 
traditionally translate one into English as Joshua and the other as Jesus.  These are good points to 
keep in mind as we read Mark’s story. 
 
Speaking of names, the next oddity in this story comes immediately after the double mention of 
Jericho: “Bartimaeus son of Timaeus, a blind beggar, was sitting by the roadside.”  This is 
actually a couple of oddities rolled into one.  First of all, Mark has bothered to record this 
fellow’s name.  How many of those whom Jesus healed have their names recorded in the Gospel 
record?  Well, let’s see there’s…. ah… hmmm…  Oh!  There’s Peter’s mother-in-law!  Her 
name was “Peter’s Mother-In-Law.”  Or, Jairus’ daughter!  Her name was “Jairus’ Daughter!”  
To be fair, we do know that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead and healed Mary Magdalene of 
seven spirits.  Other than that, the record is pretty scanty.  But Mark thought it was important to 
remember this fellow’s name or to make one up for him.  Why? 
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Well, let’s take a look at the name itself and see if that offers us any clues: “Bartimaeus, son of 
Timaeus.”  Does anybody besides our resident Hebrew scholar notice anything odd about this?  
Bartimaeus means “Son of Timaeus.”  One on-line commentator I read this week said this line 
reminds him of an old Saturday Night Live sketch.  Chris Farley, as part of the Weekend Update, 
occasionally did a goofy weatherman character.  One night, he pronounced, “For those of you 
who don’t habla español, ‘El Niño’ is Spanish for ... (beat) ‘the Niño’!”  It’s an explanation that 
is really no explanation at all!  If we assume that Mark, writing in Greek for a Hellenistic 
audience, wants that audience to understand something about the name “Bartimaeus,” then he’s 
either a very poor teacher or, again, there’s more here than meets the eye.  Now the word 
“Timaeus” is often held to be the Hellenized version of an Aramaic or Hebrew word that, 
depending on its context, can mean “honor” or “dishonor.”  It is, in fact, the root of the word 
translated just a couple of verses later as “sternly ordered,” as in, “Many sternly ordered him to 
be quiet.”  That word is also used in chapter 8, when Peter “rebukes” Jesus for saying he will die 
and Jesus “rebukes” him right back.  So there’s some good grist for the mill but I think there’s 
something else here.  If Mark wanted his readers thinking about honor or dishonor, he would 
have needed to translate that part for them, too.  But he didn’t.  Most people who read enough 
Greek to be able to read Mark’s account of Jesus would have also read the standard curriculum 
of the time, including the works of the great philosopher Plato.  One of Plato’s famous dialogues 
was known as “Timaeus,” after the primary speaker in the dialogue – Timaeus being a perfectly 
normal Greek name.  One of the important points of the dialog is that the sense of sight is a great 
gift of God to humankind because our eyes enable us to see the works of God in nature and to 
regulate our lives in a like manner.  Without sight, Plato might say, humankind is without 
wisdom.  Hmmmm… 
 
Back to our story: “When he (Bartimaeus) heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout 
out and say, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”  Many sternly ordered him to be quiet, 
but he cried out even more loudly, “Son of David, have mercy on me!””  What’s going on here?  
To begin with, “Son of David” was a Messianic title.  Aside from Peter, no one has publicly 
proclaimed Jesus to be the Messiah yet in Mark’s Gospel.  But here is a blind man who 
recognizes Jesus as the Messiah, surrounded by a crowd of sighted people who don’t.  When we 
combine this with Mark’s possible reference to Plato’s “Timaeus,” we’re left to wonder who is 
the one who is blessed with real sight and who are the ones who have missed out on God’s gift of 
sight?  Truly the throng gathered outside of Jericho that day are descendants of the Jews to 
whom Jeremiah said, “O foolish people, and without understanding; which have eyes, and see 
not…”  Or conversely, as John’s Gospel records Jesus as saying to Thomas, “Blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” 
 
Another online commentator whose work I often find insightful, Mark D. Davis, wrote, “The last 
time someone shouted outside of Jericho, the walls fell down.”  I don’t think the crowd who 
rebuked Bartimaeus for shouting were afraid of literal walls falling down but I suspect that they 
were mightily concerned about a metaphorical ton of bricks falling on them.  Remember what I 
said about one of Herod’s winter palaces being nearby and Jericho being an important crossroads 
for trade routes and Roman soldiers being in good supply?  How do you suppose the people of 
Jericho felt when Bartimaeus started spouting his message that the long-awaited King of Israel 
was in town, right there?  Some commentators I read this week suggested that the crowd didn’t 
want Bartimaeus to bother Jesus.  I think they didn’t want him to upset the Romans.  Things 
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were going just fine for most of the people in prosperous Jericho.  The last thing they wanted 
was to be the subject of Roman reprisals for a possible insurrection.  And then, of course, there 
are the walls that did come tumbling down – the walls in front of the eyes of the blind beggar and 
the walls between him, as unclean, and his community. 
 
But it’s unlikely that insurrection was what was on Bartimaeus’ mind that day.  “Have mercy on 
me!” was his cry.  So basic is his plea, so close to the heart of every child of God who is 
grappling with their own failings and troubles that there is an ancient tradition of praying a slight 
variant on Bartimaeus’ words.  Called “the Jesus Prayer” or “the Prayer of the Heart,” it is often 
used as a tool for meditation: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  You 
can say it out loud or simply think it as you breathe in and out: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.”  It’s a wonderful way to calm yourself, to put Jesus at the center of 
your thoughts, to celebrate God’s mercy in advance.  Try it the next time you pray and remember 
Bartimaeus. 
 
The story continues: “Jesus stood still and said, “Call him here.” And they called the blind man, 
saying to him, “Take heart; get up, he is calling you.” So throwing off his cloak, he sprang up 
and came to Jesus.”  This is another rather remarkable part of this story – Bartimaeus does not 
get up and have someone lead him to Jesus; he does not make his halting way across the gap 
between himself and the One calling him; he springs up and goes!  One popular definition of 
faith is “To walk to the end of all the light you have and take one more step.”  Bartimaeus goes 
way beyond that!  He doesn’t have any light to begin with, at least, not physical light.  He simply 
points himself in the direction of Jesus’ voice and goes, believing with all his heart that the Son 
of David will receive him safely.  What’s more, he throws off his cloak!  It was likely his only 
possession, his shelter from rain and cold, the only thing that softened the stones of the pathway 
for him to sit and lie upon, the place where people threw the coins he begged so he could retrieve 
them and keep them safe.  In arising to go to Jesus, he abandoned his shelter and his livelihood.  
Or perhaps he thought, “When Jesus gives me my sight, I’ll find my cloak.”  That’s faith. 
 
Do you remember from last week what Jesus asks James and John when they come to him?  
“What is it you want me to do for you?”  “And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your 
right hand and one at your left, in your glory.””  Good grief!  And now, Jesus says to 
Bartimaeus, “What do you want me to do for you?”  And Bartimaeus says, “My teacher, let me 
see again.”  He’s not looking for a place in Jesus’ inner circle.  He’s not looking for a reward for 
recognizing Jesus’ secret identity.  He just wants to be what God intended him to be again.  He 
wants to be a whole person, an integral part of the community.  Is that really any different from 
any of us?  And he believes with his whole being that Jesus can get him there. 
 
I love the ending of this story, too.  “Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.” 
Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way.”  There are other stories of 
healings in the Gospels where we hear of those who remember to thank Jesus and those who 
forget even that simple gesture but this is, as far as I can remember, the only healing story that 
ends with the one healed becoming one of Jesus’ followers.  We know, as I mentioned earlier, 
that Mary Magdalene followed Jesus after being healed by him, but we don’t actually have the 
healing story.  In the event, Bartimaeus would not have followed Jesus for long.  The very next 
story in Mark’s Gospel is the triumphal entry into Jerusalem on what we know as Palm Sunday 
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and the days of Jesus’ ministry were only a week after that.  Perhaps Bartimaeus was present for 
all of them.  Perhaps he followed his teacher as far as Jerusalem and then went home, feeling 
secure that everyone would now recognize the Son of David.  Perhaps he was among those to 
whom Jesus appeared after his resurrection.  We do not know.  But we do know that Bartimaeus 
received his sight and that he left everything he had that day and followed Jesus for as long as he 
could.  And that is more than enough to remember him for. 
 
And what about lessons for us?  I do think there are others.  To return to the beginning of my 
sermon, I think it’s important for us to remember that Bartimaeus had a name.  Whether Mark 
did a lousy job of explaining it or whether he made it up to give his readers an extra pointer to 
the meaning of the story, this blind beggar, a person that no one would really pay much heed to, 
then or now, this man had a name.  It’s a good reminder to us that all of the beggars we still see 
by the side of the road, they all have a name.  They are or were somebody’s son, somebody’s 
daughter.  They may be somebody’s father or mother or husband or wife or brother or sister.  
Even if they have no one else in the world, they are each an unduplicated child of God and God 
loves them.  We need to do so as well and not in the “I love humanity; it’s human beings I can’t 
stand” kind of way.  Bartimaeus and all of his tribe have names. 
 
The story also gives us a good reason to think about who is blind and who can see.  We need to 
be able to see each other.  We need to see Bartimaeus at the side of the road and we need to see 
all the people who stream past him as well.  We need to be able to see the people around us who 
may simply need a moment of courtesy from us.  I thought about this several times this week 
while Connie and I were traveling.  On Wednesday, we celebrated my birthday with dinner at a 
very prestigious restaurant in Portland.  The meal was delicious; the service excellent.  Or at least 
it was until the end of the meal.  Since there is a fixed menu at this tiny restaurant every evening, 
Connie had let them know in advance that I would not be eating desert since I have diabetes and 
asked that my cheese plate not be served with a honey drizzle.  They accommodated me 
beautifully.  But when they offered me coffee and I asked for sweetener instead of sugar, I got a 
very cold response.  “Oh, we don’t carry that,” the server sniffed.  She didn’t connect my request 
with my condition; she didn’t see the part of me that we’d previously revealed in order to 
facilitate the experience.  The next day, shopping at Powell’s City of Books, weighed down by a 
basket with, as usual, more books than I could easily carry, I found myself constantly stopping 
and dodging so I didn’t whack anybody with that basket as people wandered around me, blind to 
my careful maneuverings, so intent on what they were doing that they couldn’t see me and my 
burden.  And then there were the drives there and back and around the city while we were there.  
It wasn’t that it was Portland, although it’s a city I don’t know as well as Seattle, simply the way 
folks drive today, with cell phones (illegally) in their hands, chatting or reading or texting 
without regard to the other cars trying to merge, turn, pass, or simply drive safely in the near 
vicinity.  Coming back into Seattle, in fact, I patiently waited for one car to stop dawdling in the 
left lane until I got safe clearance to pass on the right.  “They can’t even see you,” said Connie, 
noting that the slower car was packed to the roof, blocking the rear window.  I’m using small, 
aggravating examples, but the reality is greater.  We need to see each other. 
 
And, to borrow a point from the great preacher James Forbes and one of his sermons in Palo Alto 
two weeks ago, we’ve got to be able to see ourselves.  We’ve got to have clear vision about who 
we are in the world and what we do, what impact our actions have.  Rev. Forbes told us at the 
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Evergreen Association Annual Meeting that he’s not as angry about racism and other societal 
evils as he used to be.  He’s every bit as much devoted to working against them but he’s no 
longer angry at those who perpetrate injustice.  “I’ve realized,” he said, “that you can’t see 
yourself until you see yourself.”  What I understood him to mean was that we can’t understand 
our impact on those around us until we see ourselves the way they see us.  The man who carries 
the sign that says, “God hates fags,” or the woman who calls Black people “the N-Word” without 
thinking do not truly see themselves as others see them.  They do not see themselves as 
spreading hate.  They do not see themselves as acting in ways that hurt others.  They don’t see 
themselves because they do not look with the eyes of others.  They do not look with the eyes of 
the One Who Is Love. 
 
Like Bartimaeus, we must ask Jesus to help us see again.  When we let Jesus be our vision, then 
we will see ourselves clearly.  When Jesus is our light, we can see others, too, see their needs, 
see their beauty, see them as our sisters and our brothers.  Like Bartimaeus, we should be ready 
to arise and go to Jesus, to follow him and to let him turn our lives from weeping to joy.  For 
Jesus, the Son of David and the Son of God, stands ready to show us mercy and grace – amazing 
grace, how sweet the sound, that saves all humankind, just like us.  We once were lost but now 
are found; were blind but now we see.  Thanks be to God! 


