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Mark 10:46-52
It is not in our hymnal, but I loved singing in my youth that wonderful old hymn, “O Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz. My friends all drive Porsches, I must make amends.” Of course, the appeal of the song is that we all – including Janis Joplin – know that we’re not supposed to pray that way. Don’t ask for things like that! It’s selfish! So we grow up figuring that we can’t ask God for anything. In an interesting twist on that, I had a man tell me a couple of weeks ago – remember, the gospel story was about the rich young man who came and asked Jesus what he had to do to inherit eternal life, and Jesus told him to give all his stuff away – well this man told me that he read that story as a child and figured it meant that he was probably better off not asking Jesus any questions at all! If you look at our reading from Job this morning, it would seem that Job himself might agree with that. Job had wanted to give God a piece of his mind. But then God actually showed up, and Job realized that he was in waters way over his head.
As the old saying has it, be careful what you pray for. You just might get it.

And still Jesus says to the blind beggar Bartimaeus, “What do you want me to do for you?” What indeed. But there’s our invitation, too. What do we want Jesus to do for us? That Mercedes Benz? An answer to a burning question? What do we want Jesus to do for us? And what will his response require of us? So is it better, or at least safer, to simply beg off – thanks, but no thanks? In which case what might we be missing? This, it seems to me, is the fundamental quandary of faith – not whether I will believe or not, but rather, what will that faith require of me? Or will I be left ultimately disappointed? 
 “What do you want me to do for you? Let me see again.” Now it may be that Bartimaeus is just applying one of the main tactics of vagabonds and beggars – ask for the impossible in the hopes of squeezing a little bit more out of your mark. But Jesus takes his request seriously, and grants it! So here’s the thing – what does Bartimaeus do now? The life that he knew was suddenly over. I suppose he could go to a different town and pretend to be blind. Other than that, I guess he’ll have to get a job like the rest of us! Though now that I think of it, what if he had been pretending to be blind all along? It is possible, you know. It really doesn’t make any difference, because the story here really has nothing to do with how well Bartimaeus’ eyes were changed, but how his heart was changed. Bartimaeus wanted to see, and Jesus showed him a whole new world. “Immediately he received his sight and followed him on the way.” That is Mark’s way of saying that Bartimaeus became a disciple. According to Mark, that’s how anybody becomes a disciple of Jesus – he or she simply follows him on the way. And Mark will never let us forget that the way Jesus follows is the way that leads to and through the Cross.

Great is the gulf that lies between where we are and where we are called to be. So great that there is but one way to cross it and that is by the Cross. And to us it looks like sacrifice, but maybe what it is is mercy. Oh, not the mercy Bartimaeus was looking for – a few coins thrown in his direction. Not the mercy we’re looking for when we simply want the pain to stop. Mercy is much more, and it is also much simpler. Mercy is Jesus stopping to listen to the likes of you and me and blind Bartimaeus. Mercy is Jesus giving us the chance to speak what is on our hearts, what burdens our hearts, and then not judging us on the shallowness or selfishness of our response, but instead giving us what we truly would ask for, if only we knew how.

When a child takes her first step, we see in that wobbly and uncertain movement every mile those tiny feet will trod, every step into joy or sorrow that she will take. In the same way, God takes our feeblest attempts towards faithful living and treats them as accomplished acts. That is the miracle of God’s mercy, that is the miracle that brings us more than we imagine possible. When we get tired of sitting in our begging blindness, or tired of keeping our eyes shut lest we see that the emperor has, indeed, no clothes, then our share of that mercy is there for us to claim.

And when we do so, then we will also know that we simply have no more excuses left. We have received our sight and know that the way into this world ends in the grave. We have received our sight and know that the way through this world goes by way of the Cross. So it is not merely our duty, though it is indeed a duty. It is not even a privilege, though again, it is indeed a privilege. It is our life and our breath – to follow the way, to breathe mercy on those we pass, to show others what we have seen, and so bring sight to the blind.

