“A Healing at the End of the Road” 
18 October 2009, Mark 10:46-52 

There are two ways to look at life—on the surface, or beneath. This is a fact that has long been recognized in our most iconic movies and literature. 

For example, in the June of 1975 a movie came out about a picturesque beach community called Amity Island. On the surface, everything looks tranquil and still, just another summer season of vacationing easterners. However, deep beneath the surface lurks something ominous and evil—a great white shark—otherwise known as a mindless man-eating machine. The film, featuring a poster with a girl swimming with a giant shark on the way, caused a dramatic drop in beach vacations for the remainder of the summer. 

Do you remember that there were several “sharks” in this movie? There was the mayor and town council, who didn’t want to lose revenues from the biggest holiday season of the year, and therefore told the sheriff that he was wrong to want to shut down the beaches. Then there were the crowds, who would panic if a shark was sighted, and callously run over each other in an effort to save their own skins. Then there was the Great White shark, emerging out of the deep and causing the sheriff to say, “I think you’re going to need a bigger boat.” 

Now the movie Jaws could be enjoyed as the surface story of a summer ruined by a shark; but I think it resonates with us because it reminds us of so much more. As the camera moves around the calloused mayor, the innocent victims, and yes even the “mindless eating machine,” we realize the movie is about us. 

Correspondingly, there are two ways to look at Mark’s gospel—on the surface, or beneath. This fact has long been recognized by biblical scholars who note that the story of blind Bartimaeus tells the surface story of a man Jesus healed of blindness. Beneath the surface, however is something profound and life altering. 

Remember, Jesus is coming to “the end of the road.” By using the phrase “on the way” at pivotal moments in his gospel, Mark points beneath the surface meaning and toward the attitudes that either enhance discipleship, or impede it. 

I dearly love coffee. The other day we were visiting some folks who are looking for a church home, and I almost embarrassed myself because the coffee was so good. It turned out it was Starbucks Italian Roast, freshly ground. 

But there’s another characteristic I have—a certain creative messiness. Now this is in complete contrast to my sister Debbie, who has a place for everything, and keeps everything in its place. My desk can especially be a locus for this chaos. One day, I came into my church office in Leesville, where I only went on weekends, and got ready to prepare my Bible study. I reached out for a cup of coffee, and lifted it to my lips anticipating the piping hot beverage I enjoy so very much. Just before the fluid entered my mouth, I looked into the cup and saw a large glob of gray-green fuzz floating toward me. You see, I grabbed a cup from last week! 

To me, that’s a pretty good picture of what sin does in our lives. Something good is turned into something that’s the exact opposite. That which once swirled with creamer and was life-enhancing slowly becomes a septic tank that is sickness-inducing. 
As Jesus completed his journey from Jericho to Jerusalem, we see the sickness-inducing power of sin in all its ugliness. Betrayal, blind ambition, cowardice, greed, revenge, and self-justification will greet our Lord in the few days to come. 

If we would ever “see,” we too must look into our hearts and observe the stain of sin that is there. That sin, which can happen to us both individually and collectively, causes us to become like the crowd—namely, keeping people away from Jesus rather than bringing them to Jesus. It takes the good gifts of God, and transforms them from something life-giving and into something full of “grey-green fuzz.” 
But the good news is that Bartimaeus would have none of it. The more the crowd tries to quiet him, the more insistent he becomes. He refuses to let what people think get between him and his encounter with Jesus. He refuses to be defined by his disability (blindness), and instead uses his ability (his voice) to call out to our Lord. He throws off his beggar’s cloak, spread in front to receive alms, and springs to the feet of Jesus. “Teacher, let me recover my sight.” Once healed, he follows Jesus “on the way.” 
The story of Bartimaeus reminds me of myself, and perhaps you can recognize yourself as well. Sin renders me into a beggarly state, taking the good gift of life and transforming it into something else. I live in and participate in that same world of the sharks of betrayal, blind ambition, cowardice, greed, revenge, and self-justification. But Jesus of Nazareth is passing this way, and his call raises me off the ground. 

And I’m like that crowd, that ever-fickle crowd. While I’m around Jesus, not much of Jesus in within me, and as a result the people who need him most are discouraged, not encouraged. Like the vacationers at Amity Beach, I choose to run away when life bites others. But, the Holy Spirit of God is passing by my heart, and the Spirit’s call can raise me to a new level of love. 

I’ve also suffered at the hands of the crowd. I’m like this swimmer, just going along when something or someone unexpected has emerged from the deep to “get me.” While people and events have unfairly hurt me, a “Person” is now healing me, and lifting me off the ground. I too can refuse to be defined by my disability, and instead learn to rely on my ability to ask Jesus to help me recover. 

If we can learn to look beneath the surface, we can see that this is so much more than a story of the healing of a blind man. Bartimaeus is a model for what a life of discipleship looks like. I don’t know about you, but I’m not too proud to admit that what I couldn’t do, Jesus has done for me. We’re a people saved by faith, and by that faith we’re able to follow Jesus on the way to the cross. 
Amen. 
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