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Over the next three Sundays, as we begin our church program year together.  I will be preaching a sermon series entitled, “Revelations and Exclamations: The Journey Toward Faithfulness.”  Each scripture text will include an outburst from someone who has made an important discovery.  I will be speaking on our predicament, our location, and our path forward as we try to grow into being Jesus’ disciples.  This week I will be looking at our predicament.  
We begin with Bartimaeus and his exclamation. “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”  It is a story that is not really about ocular blindness but blindness of the mind.

	Good old Bartimaeus, Some of us have heard this story dozens of times.  Don't you love the plucky way he keeps calling out to Jesus even as the crowd does their best to keep him quiet?  Don't you love how even in the midst of so much chaos Jesus does not miss the plea for help and calls him forward?  Bartimaeus jumps up and begs for mercy. Jesus hears his cries and responds, healing him.  
What is not to love about this story?  It is vivid, brief and it has a feel good ending.  I could talk about our need to persevere or God's healing love and we would be in business.  
  
Well, about a decade ago my friend, Tom Long, blew up my entire understanding of this text with good old blind Bartimaeus, starting with Bartimaeus himself.  As we are told the prefix "bar" means son of, in other words Bartimaeus is the son of Timaeus.  This is when it became obvious to me that my undergraduate degree in Philosophy 
has been wasted because I never noticed this reference 
to a very significant philosophical text in the ancient world, Timaeus by Plato.  It was a book read by just about every educated person in the region for years before, during, and after Jesus' life.  

	Plato's conception of the world as laid out in Timaeus shaped much of the intellectual discourse on how the world was envisioned.  In the text, Plato writes of the world 
as being made "in the form of a globe, round as from a lathe, having its extremes in every direction equidistant from the centre, the most perfect and the most like itself of all figures...harmonised by proportion...a perfect whole."  Plato writes of the world possessing its own soul, its own independent life, "by reason of its excellence able to converse with itself, and needing no other friendship or acquaintance."  He speaks of the world itself being "a blessed God."  

	In the gospel of Mark, of all the people who are healed, it is only Bartimaeus who is mentioned by name.  This is no mere story of bringing sight to one man on the side of the road.  This is a story of challenging and changing the vision of the entire educated class of the ancient world.    

	The gospel of Mark does not see the world as some perfect, independent sphere but as a place that is beautiful but broken and in need of God's healing intervention.  The gospel of Mark is about God, in the humanity of Jesus, breaking into the world to overpower the forces in the world which harm humanity.  

	The healing of Bartimaeus is the last story before Jesus enters Jerusalem to begin the final days of confrontation between himself and the powers which oppose him.  Soon he will be crucified and raised from the dead.  The world is about to be turned upside down. A dusty rural rabbi is about to enter into Jerusalem in the tradition of a conquering military hero, upon palm branches laid before him by an adoring throng.  

	The prelude to all of these dramatic events is this interaction between Jesus and Bartimaeus, between Jesus' vision of the world and the prevailing philosophical vision of the world.  Obviously the author of the gospel is no neutral bystander in the debate.  The philosopher, the Son of Timaeus, with his vision of an independent perfect sphere of a world, is blind.  It is Jesus and his apocalyptic vision of a world in need of saving; and who will save it; and how it will be saved, which can give him sight.  

	What is valuable to us today is not necessarily the details of the debate in that time as much as the need for us to create such debates today.  We need to recognize that our worldviews and visions of reality may not sum up the ultimate reality.  When we take the risk of inviting God into our lives we may just be surprised to learn that our perfectly shaped assumptions about the world and our place in it may not mirror God's reality.  

	In the gospel of Mark, Jesus is the strong man, defeating demonic powers and renouncing the laws, customs, and mores of the old sovereignty.  He is overturning tables in the temple and challenging all comers.  I wonder what Mark's Jesus would be overturning and challenging in our world and in our lives?  

	In his analysis of the stages of every great civilization, the historian Arnold Toynbee states that the beginning of the decline of a civilization occurs the minute it believes it has figured out the best way to do everything and no longer seeks to innovate and evolve as a culture and a society.  I believe this is true for us as individuals as well.  The minute we become self-satisfied with our lives and believe that there is no room for growth, or change or surprises we are on the decline.  And the same thing goes for our lives of faith and our life as a church.  

	If we are not open to having the presence of God come along and surprise us with a brand new vision or insight, we are left with a life and a faith that is bound for stagnation and decline.  Each of us is a product of, a child of, where and when and how we grew up; what we have been taught; the places we have lived; the people we know, the books we read; and the church to which we go.  These influences have provided us with a vision of the world, a vision of ourselves, and a vision of our God.  
There is a great satisfaction that can be found in having all of these visions well defined in our lives.  
Like your favorite armchair at home it is all very comfortable and likely to encourage us to doze off.
Jesus’ healing of the Son of Timaeus was a wake-up call to the educated classes of that time.  The world is not self-sufficient and perfect.  You and I are not self-sufficient and perfect.  Our ideas and visions are not self-sufficient and perfect.  We are in need of the Son of God.  We still need to be healed by the Son of God. We still need to be taught by the Son of God.  We still need…    
  
	Perhaps we should find a little Bartimaeus within us.  
Perhaps we should recognize that there is no vision we possess, no matter how well developed, that is not limited by our perspective.  Perhaps once in a while, like Bartimaeus, we should focus on what we cannot see, what keeps us blind.  Perhaps we should open ourselves up to letting our God open our eyes to wider vistas than we have known before.  

	In recognizing our blindness we just might learn more about ourselves and our world and our God than we ever knew existed.  We might find ourselves boldly trying things we thought we never would.  We might find ourselves reaching beyond the usual answers about how we live together in community; about personal life choices; about definitions of faithfulness; about the ways we function as a church.  
Who knows to what and where it might lead?  Calling out to God to give us vision may provide the ride of a lifetime.

This text teaches us of our predicament.  We need God.  
Each of us, and all of us together, run the risk of being blinded into a sense of self-sufficiency and the belief that we have all the answers.  The revelation and exclamation of Bartimaeus is the exclamation we need to call out as well. “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”  We need God.  It is only when we recognize and claim our dependence that we have the opportunity to live as we have been created to live and to become the people we were always meant to be.  We need God.  

As we begin this year there is nothing more basic or more essential for us to own together. We need God.  We are told that Bartimaeus, after crying out his need for God and his sight restored, followed Jesus on the way.  May it be so for us, as well.
	
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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