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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

On the surface, what we read about in today’s gospel is just another
of Jesus’ healing miracles. But there’s a whole lot more going on
there. Origen, one of the great biblical interpreters of the early
Church (3  century), said that we should reverence every word of therd

Scriptures the same way we reverence every crumb of the Blessed
Sacrament. Every word has deep meaning; every word is
important, because quite often it indicates something more
profound than we get from a once-over reading. That’s how sacred
the Scriptures are, and how carefully we need to pay attention to
their every detail. Some argue that this view is naive, and that the
possibility that all the little details of an event in the Bible paint
some profound theological picture is coincidental at best. But the
Church says, Not so, where the inspired word of God is concerned.
The Holy Spirit is behind every one of the writers of Scripture, and
by his guidance they wrote what they did, not in order to report
events from their own perspective, although that’s clearly there, but
to reach out to the world through the revealed Word with the Good
News of what God has done “for us and for our salvation.” And
today’s gospel is a case in point. (I should say up front that I’m
grateful to Bishop Robert Barron for a lot of these insights.)

Last week we read about James and John’s request to be seated on
either side of Jesus when he reigns in glory (Mk 10:35-45). That
comes right before what we read today. And just before that, Jesus
had taken his disciples aside and said to them, “we are going up to
Jerusalem now, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the
chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death;
then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they will mock him,
and spit on him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he

will rise again” (Mk 10:32-34), all of which had been foretold in the
Scriptures. At the time, the disciples understood none of these
things, nor would they until after Jesus had risen from the dead,
and said, “Didn’t I tell you this was going to happen?” (Lk 24:25-27). 

Now notice in that bit that I just read, Jesus says, “we are going up
to Jerusalem.” In the context of where they are at that moment, up
is an important word, and it has a strong connection to what we
read today. They’re just about to enter Jericho. The person in
Jesus’ day who knew his Bible knew that Jericho was ‘the city of
sin’– the Las Vegas of the Holy Land. That’s because a thousand
years earlier, after forty years of wandering in the wilderness, when
Joshua finally led the Israelites into the promised land, their first
major confrontation was to destroy the city of Jericho. Remember
the song, “Joshua fit the battle of Jericho, and the walls came
tumbling down.” God commanded Joshua to carry the Ark of the
Covenant around the walls while blowing their horns once a day
for six days. And then on the seventh day, they were to circle the
city seven times and blow their horns, and then shout. When they
shouted, the walls fell (Josh 6.20), and they went in and destroyed the
entire city, because it represented everything that was opposed to
God and his will for his people, and his plan for all creation. 

The walls were brought down, not by the Israelites themselves, but
by the power of God in response to his people being faithful to his
command to follow the Ark of the Covenant around the walls as
directed. The Ark contained a sample of the manna, the bread that
came from heaven every night in the desert to feed the people, as
well as the stone tablets on which God engraved the Ten
Commandments, and the staff that Moses carried when he led the
Israelites to freedom. Sin is destroyed for us when we follow Jesus,
the true Bread that came down from heaven, and keep his
commandments. So when Jews ever after spoke of going up from
Jericho, the city of sin, to Jerusalem, the city of God, and down
from Jerusalem to Jericho, as Jesus does in the parable of the Good
Samaritan (Lk 10:30), they mean much more than differences of



elevation above sea level. ‘Up’ is a very important word here. It’s
actual geographical elevation underscores all this. Jericho is the
lowest city in the world at 846 feet below sea level, and Jerusalem
is 2,747 feet above sea level, and they’re only sixteen miles apart
(that’s a 2.38 climb for you pilots– not steep, but noticeable)." 

As Jesus and the disciples approach the city of sin, they encounter
a blind beggar named Bartimaeus. According to the ancient
Fathers, Bartimaeus represents all of us, who are so immersed in
the attitudes and desires of the fallen world, just because we live in
it, that we are conditioned by them, and even embrace some of
them. It’s like when you hear someone use language that would
make a sailor blush, without any notion that that kind of language
may be unacceptable in some circles, because that’s the language
they heard at home growing up. Mom and Dad talk like that all the
time, so what’s wrong with it? It’s their everyday vocabulary.
We’re blinded to various degrees by the sin around us, and in us.
Throughout the Bible, blindness is a symbol of the mind that is
darkened in its understanding because of the things that attack it all
the time. So we don’t see the world as it really is, the way God sees
it. But Origen says that “to be holy is to see with the eyes of
Christ.” 

Blind Bartimaeus is also a beggar. He can’t earn a living, so he sits
by the main road and begs from whoever passes by. One of the
main things they teach in twelve-step programs is that you can’t
save yourself, you can’t break free from your addiction on your
own. Sin is an addiction. Every one of us is mired in it and can’t
get ourselves out of it. Some people enjoy their favorite sins so
much that they don’t want to be free of them, and quite possibly
don’t actually see them as being sinful. Some have no idea that
they’re in bondage to a particular sin– gossips, for example. They
think they’re doing the world a service by spreading the bad news
about others, and don’t have a clue how much emotional and
spiritual damage they’re doing. Some want to break free, but don’t
have the will. But for those who want to be freed from sin, who

realize that it’s not in our own power to do it, and who know who
does have the power, we cry out with Bartimaeus, “Jesus, Son of
David, have mercy on me.”

First of all, notice what he calls Jesus– Son of David. In the city of
sin, only the blind man recognized who Jesus is– the promised
Messiah, the anointed one whom God promised would sit on the
throne of his ancestor David for ever. And what did he say to him?
“Have mercy on me.” That’s the cry of God’s people throughout
history. Over and over, there are instances in the Bible, particularly
in the gospels, in which people with various problems cry out to
God for help, saying, “Lord, have mercy.” That’s why the Church
repeats it so many times in her liturgies: “You are seated at the
right hand of the Father, have mercy on us.” “In peace let us pray
to the Lord, saying, Lord, have mercy.” “Lamb of God, you take
away the sin of the world, have mercy on us.” If you don’t know
what to pray for, or if you can’t put it into words, it doesn’t matter,
because the Lord knows what we need before we ask or even
before we can understand what we need. The main thing is that we
take it to the Lord, confessing our helplessness– “Lord, have
mercy.” It’s the basic, catch-all prayer to God for help. 

To know that we’re blind and helpless is the first step in the
process of conversion. The second step is having the humility and
the courage to beg for mercy, in order to overcome our own pride
first of all, but also when we’re surrounded by opposition and
oppression like Bartimaeus was. When he first called out to Jesus,
the people around him tried to make him shut up. “But he cried out
all the more, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me!’” Bp Barron says,
“When you start begging the Lord Jesus Christ for mercy, don’t
expect a lot of support from the wider culture.” Our self-help
culture teaches us to be self-made men and women, to take control
of our own destiny, and to be ashamed to admit that we can’t help
ourselves. So if we appear “too religious,” we risk embarrassing
our friends and irritating our neighbours. But the proper approach
to God is one of asking– “Lord, have mercy”– knowing that people



around us may well think less of us, be embarrassed by us, maybe
even wish we’d shut up about Jesus. And that was Bartimaeus’s
great virtue– he persisted, he wouldn’t shut up, but kept crying out
from the crowd for Jesus to help him.

“Jesus stood still and said, ‘Call him here.’” There are a lot of
scenes in the gospels in which Jesus is described as standing still.
He is the calm centre-point in a chaotic and shifting world. We’re
pushed around, carried wherever the winds of change blow, but
Jesus never moves, he never changes. Think of church steeples.
You’re in a strange city where nothing is familiar, and you don’t
have a clue where to go. But when you spot a steeple, you know
instantly what it is and that, unless there’s a service going on,
you’ll find stillness inside, and regardless of what’s going on there,
you’ll expect to find Jesus inside.

He stood still and commanded Bartimaeus to be brought to him. At
this point the crowd, who had been trying to shut him up, said,
“Get up; he’s calling you.” The Greek word for calling is from the
same root as the word for church– ekklesia, the ones who have
been called out. Bartimaeus called out to Jesus, and Jesus called
Bartimaeus out of the crowd. The Church is the whole body of
people who have been called out of the world and who call out to
Christ. “Throwing off his cloak, he sprang up and came to Jesus.”
Throwing off his cloak is a baptismal symbol. In the ancient
Church, people took off all their clothes before they went into the
water to be baptized. It symbolized throwing off the corruption of
the fallen world in order to be made a new creation in Christ. Then
when they came up out of the water they were clothed in a new
white robe, symbolizing the new life in Christ. So in approaching
Jesus, Bartimaeus throws off the old life in the hope of receiving
something new and better.

Then Jesus said, “What do you want me to do for you?” Imagine
blind Bartimaeus, who alone in the crowd recognized Jesus to be
the long-awaited Messiah, Israel’s deliverer, meets the great man
face to face, who asks him “What do you want me to do for you?”

It had to have been a stunning moment. It would be a great little
exercise to study the questions Jesus asks people who come to him,
and then to think about what we would say if he were to ask us
what we’d like him to do for us? Lord, I want to win the lottery.
Wrong answer! I want to be beautiful. Wrong again! I want my
wife and kids to love me more. Well maybe you should try loving
them more! 

When St Thomas Aquinas finished  writing his big work on the
Holy Eucharist, he wasn’t sure he’d done a good job, so he laid it
at the foot of the cross, and he knelt down to ask the Lord what he
thought of it. Jesus spoke to him from the crucifix, “Thomas,
you’ve written well concerning the sacrament of my body. What
would you have as a reward?” St Thomas said, Nil nisi te. “Nothing
but you.” That’s the right answer for all of us to give. Bartimaeus
said, “Teacher, let me see again.” That’s the right answer too.
Because Bartimaeus represents everybody who has been called out
of the city of sin and into the kingdom of heaven. So both of those
should be our answers: I want nothing but you, Lord. I want to see
with the eyes of Christ. I want to see truth and beauty and
goodness; I want to see the world as God intended it to be seen; but
most of all, I want to see Jesus– that ought to be every Christian’s
wish list. And Jesus said to him, “Receive your sight; your faith has
made you well.” Because you believe in me, you can see. You
could see me already in spite of your blindness. Through the eyes
of faith, you can see much more clearly than the person who has
the most perfect eyesight, but who doesn’t know the Lord. 

“Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way”– 
he became a follower of Jesus. And where was Jesus going? That
takes us back to what Jesus told the disciples before they met
Bartimaeus: “we are going up to Jerusalem.” He’s on his way to
the cross, to suffer and to die for the sin of the world– to the place
of complete self-emptying love. And now that Bartimaeus can see,
he’s going to follow Jesus there. And that’s where he calls every
person to follow, everyone whom he calls out of the world and who



calls out to him. 

A couple of weeks ago we heard the rich man asking Jesus, “What
must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mk 10:17). Jesus told him he
needed to give up what was most precious to him, and then come
follow him. And several weeks before that we heard Jesus say that
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves
and take up their cross and follow me” (Mk 8:34). His answer is
essentially the same for everybody who wants to know: throw off
the cloak of sin, give up whatever in the world is most important to
us, and ask the Lord in his mercy to give us a clear vision of
himself and his kingdom. Then, of course, nothing will be more
important to us than to follow him. In the Name of...
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