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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. 


I’ve never been in retail sales. But what I hear is that the most crucial part of any sales pitch is when the salesperson gets to what’s called “The Ask.” “The Ask” is that part of the conversation when, after the salesperson has explained the product, has told the customer about all the benefits, and is ready to close the deal, she has to ask for what she wants. Now that I have made my sales pitch, will you give me your business? Will you buy this perfume? Do you want this insurance policy? Can I close the deal on  this vacuum cleaner, this car, this new roof, this house? The difference between people who succeed in sales and those who don’t seems to lie in their ability to ask, their ability to close the deal. And I think that’s what our Gospel is about today. How do we ask? How do we close the deal?

Let’s remember that the blind beggar’s name in Mark’s Gospel was Bartimaeus. We know his name meant “Son of Timaeus.” But we might not know that the word “Timaeus” meant “unclean.” So Bar-timaeus was not only blind; he was also born unclean. In the eyes of his culture, he carried the DNA of sinful parents.  A poor, wretched, sinful, blind beggar --  just the sort of guy Jesus wanted to hang out with. And just the sort of guy that Jesus’ followers were determined to keep away from their Teacher. 
So in today’s Gospel, we hear them telling Bartimaeus to keep quiet, stay in the background, keep away and not bother Jesus. Keep your distance, keep begging for money as you have always done, and leave Jesus alone. But apparently Jesus’ followers didn’t bank on the acuity of Jesus’ hearing. Because despite their efforts to shut Bartimaeus up, Jesus heard his voice … and not only heard him, but told his followers to go out into the crowd, all the way out to the margins, and bring Bartimaeus in. 

Now we could talk a bit today about the blindness of Jesus’ followers who practically had to be shamed into bringing Bartimaeus in from the margins to meet Jesus. But we’ll save that for 2021 when Mark’s Gospel rolls around again. For today, let’s stick with Bartimaeus – Bartimaeus , the blind, unclean  beggar who stands in for each of us as a symbol of how we are invited to respond when God shows up in our lives as Jesus did in Bartimaeus’.
The question that Bartimaeus hears is “What do you want me to do for you?” Notice that Jesus doesn’t just swoop in and heal Bartimaeus; Jesus wants Bartimaeus to articulate exactly what he wants. Jesus wants Bartimaeus to seal the deal by making “The Ask” – and boy, does he ever! Seemingly without even thinking about it, Bartimaeus replies to Jesus question by saying,  “I want to see.” 
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 that’s what 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? Once again – is there a better prayer than “I want to see?”
This afternoon, we were reading from Chapter 10 in Mark’s Gospel. But in an earlier Chapter 8, there was another healing of a blind man. Only in that case, the disciples brought a blind man to Jesus, and they asked Jesus to heal him. Jesus complied; and you may recall that it took Jesus a little longer for that healing to take effect. It was only after two tries, an application of spittle, and a laying on of hands that the blind man could see. But in Bartimaeus' case, the healing was swift and strong. It was immediate. God will always answer when we make “The Ask” – as Bartimaeus asked -- for ourselves, out of our own hearts … I want to see!

Our training as citizens of the Western world, and as members of the Western Christian Church may have shamed us out of continually asking for the grace of self-knowledge. We’re supposed to know ourselves, and to present ourselves (in the words of our old Baltimore Catechism) as “strong and perfect Christians and soldiers of Jesus Christ.” We’re not supposed to let on that there is anything about ourselves that we don’t know. 
But there is plenty! And until – like Bartimaeus – we can say “I want to see,” and truly desire authentic  in-sight into ourselves, we are in danger of becoming partisan, imbalanced,  one-sided, yin without yang, and light without the transformative power of darkness acknowledged.  We need to be able to make “The Ask” of God, not for material things,  not for healings for our friends and loved ones, not even for the promise of world peace. We ask to know ourselves, we ask to see, so that we can be more like God in our world – whole, honest,  authentic, and truly 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. 


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 Paul’s 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. And 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. AMEN.    
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