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Last week, Dawn and I flew to Honolulu for a quick mid-winter break. As we prepared to leave, 

we found out that February was whale watching season off the coast of Hawaii, so I booked an 

early morning whale watching cruise. Knowing that you don’t just see a full whale jump out of 

the water most of the time, the boat captain taught us what to look for on our trip as we set off 

from the dock that morning. Acknowledging that he sometimes misses the signs in the water, we 

were to look out into the ocean for a spray of mist that would suddenly appear on the surface of 

the water as the whales came up to breathe. When we saw the fountain mist from their 

blowholes, then we would know there were whales in that area. 

 

Heading out to a place where he last saw the whales, the captain spotted the first mist of water on 

the ocean’s surface. When he did, he pointed it out so that we would look in that direction. Sure 

enough, a couple of other sprays came up out of the ocean. Before we knew it, we could see the 

beautiful tails of a small pod of humpback whales off in the distance. Everyone on the boat was 

ecstatic as the whales went back into the water. 

 

Humpback whales tend to surface every ten to fifteen minutes, so when we arrived in the vicinity 

of our sighting, everyone stood looking around for quite some time. About twenty minutes went 

by and the captain was beginning to think that they had moved on from our vicinity. When he 

was ready to give up and head back in, just off our port side, the spray came up again as we saw 

the whales surface fairly close to our boat. Moments later, we witnessed their majestic tails as 

they dove back under the water and under our boat. Dawn and I felt so privileged to have the 

opportunity to witness these beautiful creatures so close to our boat. We were in awe. They took 

our breath away as we watched them in the ocean. 

 

When we headed back to shore, Dawn sat looking back at the place where we last saw the 

whales. At one point, she tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Whale,” as she pointed into the 

distance at the mist of water coming up from the ocean. Moments later and several mists after the 

first, we saw the tails rise up from the ocean yet again. 

 

Throughout our trip, we would be riding along the shoreline or sitting on the shore. Often I was 

just relaxing and looking at the sky or the ocean when suddenly Dawn would gently nudge me 

and say, “Whale.” Sure enough, each time, she noticed the mist of water and the presence of the 
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beautiful creatures even from the shoreline. We considered it a gift from God to be able to see 

them almost every day. As we watched them, we couldn’t help but think of the boat captain who 

helped us to see them for the first time. 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning is about a man who receives a special gift of sight when he 

encounters Jesus in Bethsaida. Unlike Dawn and me, he couldn’t see at all. We don’t know much 

about his background story. We don’t know if he was blind from a young age or if some disease 

had affected his sight. What we do know is that he couldn’t see anything. In fact, some people 

had to bring him to Jesus. 

 

Back then, folks who were blind really struggled throughout their lives. There were no braille 

systems, white canes, crossing lights that beeped, or service animals to assist them in their daily 

lives. They were extremely vulnerable and relied upon others to assist them with much of the 

things we take for granted. They could never live independently like many do today. 

 

This man in Mark’s gospel has some people who are kind enough to lead him to Jesus. Jesus 

then takes him by the hand and leads him out of the village. Once they are there, Jesus rubs his 

spit in the man’s eyes, and then lays his hands upon the blind man. How’s that for a holy 

encounter? You come for healing and Jesus spits in your eyes? 

 

Jesus asks him, “Can you see anything?” At first the man can see people, but they looked like 

“walking trees.” So Jesus lays his hands upon him a second time. I love this part of the story, 

friends. Most of the time in the scriptures Jesus places his hands on someone and they are healed.  

Or in another story in John’s gospel with a blind man, Jesus makes mud out of his spit, puts it on 

a man’s eyes and tells him to go wash in the pool of Siloam. That man is healed immediately 

when he washes. 

 

In our lesson this morning, however, the first touch didn’t seem to quite do it. Jesus has to touch 

him a second time. You interpret it how you want. I just think it’s amazing that it takes Jesus a 

little longer to get the healing completed with this guy. We don’t know why. Jesus doesn’t talk 

about it later, but after the second touch the man’s sight is restored, and Mark tells us that “he 

saw everything clearly.”1 Jesus then sends him away to his home, instructing him not to go into 

the village. In Mark’s gospel, Jesus is usually secretive about his work and will often instruct 

people to tell no one about what they’ve seen or experienced. 

 

As I read the story several times over, I wondered if the focal point of the story is the healing of 

this blind man or if there is something more to this story. You see, just before this healing, Jesus 

fed 4,000 people with seven loaves of bread and few fish, taking up seven baskets of leftovers in 

the end. Yes, those numbers are different than other miracle feeding stories, but bear with me for 

a moment. In fact, this is the second feeding of multitudes that we see in Mark’s gospel. When 

the Pharisees see the miracle, they begin to demand a sign from heaven to test Jesus. They didn’t 

understand that Jesus is the sign, so he heads off in the boat for the other side of the Sea of 

Galilee with the disciples. 

 

During the trip to Bethsaida, the disciples realize that they didn’t bring the bread with them and 

they only had one loaf in the boat. When they begin to talk about having no bread, Jesus asks 
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them about why they’re talking about having no bread. It’s almost as if they missed seeing the 

miracle that had just happened on the shore. He asks them, “Do you still not perceive or 

understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes, and fail to see? Do you have ears, and 

fail to hear? And do you not remember?”2 Now even the disciples don’t remember what they’ve 

witnessed Jesus doing just moments ago or they don’t believe that he can do it again. It’s no 

longer just the Pharisees, but also the ones who are closest to Jesus that miss the picture. 

 

Pheme Perkins, in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, suggests that “The original story 

may have used the double healing gesture to prove that Jesus was able to restore sight to a person 

who had been completely blind, not someone whose blindness is due to disease or eye 

irritation.”3 Yet she goes on to explain, “Mark’s use of this story as a commentary on Jesus’ 

relationship with the disciples leads many interpreters to suggest that the double healing reflects 

the process that will be necessary to overcome their blindness.”4 

 

Perkins is suggesting that perhaps the miracle explains the difficulty that the disciples have when 

it comes to matters of faith and belief. They saw the miracles and still struggled to believe that 

Jesus could do it again. As Jesus needed to lay his hands on the blind man a second time for him 

to see, so Jesus would stay with the disciples until they were able to see and to believe, as well. 

 

Next Saturday, a special session of the General Conference will meet for four days to consider at 

least three and probably more resolutions as they seek to discover a way forward for our Church 

to remain united in the face of our diverse understandings of human sexuality and how the 

scriptures are speaking to us a people of faith on these issues. As we approach the conference, 

you may have heard a lot of different perspectives and views about what is happening to the 

United Methodist Church. The only thing I’m clear about regarding any outcomes is that I don’t 

know what, if anything, will happen when a global gathering of United Methodists meets in St. 

Louis, Missouri. The picture looks hazy to me. While there are plenty of prognosticators, no one 

knows what they will affirm until the conference is completed. Even then, no one seems to know 

what might happen next. 

 

What do we do when uncertainty seems to cloud our view of what the future may be for us as 

United Methodists? Many are asking if the United Methodist Church will splinter like other 

denominations. Even among ourselves, we’re not so good at having holy conversations about 

these issues. As a global church, the language you may hear from across the world, including in 

our own nation, should you listen to the conference online may not always reflect a sensitivity to 

the pain that our words can cause one another and those around us. What do we do in this time?  

What will happen to us? 

 

Could we in the United Methodist Church be struggling like the disciples who couldn’t see that 

the One who had fed the multitudes with a few loaves of bread and fish was journeying with 

them when they became aware of their own need for bread on a boat? Could it be that we are like 

the blind man of Bethsaida, awaiting the second touch, not quite able to grasp the whole picture 

just yet? 

 

In either case, there is good news in this scripture. You see, my friends, Jesus touched the blind 

man a second time when the first touch and the spit didn’t quite get him fully there. And Jesus 
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didn’t give up on the disciples when time and time again they didn’t quite seem to get it. Over 

and over again in Mark’s gospel, they are like the dunderheads who never should have been 

selected. Yet Jesus chose them in the beginning and continues to make the journey with them.  

He doesn’t abandon them to their ignorance or doubt. Rather, he walks with them until they are 

able to hear, and to see, and to believe for themselves. 

 

It’s almost as if Jesus knows that when they do hear, and see, and believe for themselves, there 

will be nothing that can stop them from telling the story and transforming the world. 

 

My friends, I don’t know what this week holds for our general conference. What I do know is 

this: 

 

 On February 22, before the general conference meets, there will be people who are 

hungry who need to be fed; there will be those who are homeless who need a home; 

there will be those who are persecuted who need someone to stand with them; there 

will be those who are hurting who need to know they are not alone; there will be 

those who are sick who need healing; there will be those who are grieving who need 

comfort and care. 

o And we will be the church providing food, shelter, a voice for justice, 

presence, prayers, comfort and care. 

 

 From February 23-26, while the general conference is meeting, there will be people 

who are hungry who need to be fed; there will be those who are homeless who need a 

home; there will be those who are persecuted who need someone to stand with them; 

there will be those who are hurting who need to know they are not alone; there will be 

those who are sick who need healing; there will be those who are grieving who need 

comfort and care. 

o And we will be the CHURCH providing food, shelter, a voice for justice, 

presence, prayers, comfort and care. 

 

 And friends, on February 27, when the general conference has ended and delegates 

are headed to their homes, there will STILL be people who are hungry who need to 

be fed; there will be those who are homeless who need a home; there will be those 

who are persecuted who need someone to stand with them; there will be those who 

are hurting who need to know they are not alone; there will be those who are sick 

who need healing; there will be those who are grieving who need comfort and care. 

o And we will be the CHURCH providing food, shelter, a voice for justice, 

presence, prayers, comfort and care. 

 

It’s who we are! It’s what we do! This is what it means for us to be the Church! 

 

For almost 200 years now, Birmingham First has been the place to welcome all and to send 

disciples of Jesus Christ out into the world to care for and love others with the transforming love 

of Christ. It’s what we’re doing today, tomorrow, throughout the general conference, and well 

into the future that God has for us. Jesus, who called us as disciples, continues to journey with 

us, even as we struggle to see where we’re headed. 
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On our last day in Honolulu last week, Dawn and I had a late-night, red-eye flight back home.  

So we checked our baggage at a local service so they could keep it safe and we went to the beach 

to watch the sun go down over the ocean one more time. As I sat there, looking off into the 

sunset, I felt a gentle nudge once more as Dawn pointed out into the ocean yet again and said, 

“Whale.” Sure enough, moments later we saw the mist of water and a tail that followed. We gave 

thanks for the boat captain who helped us to look out into the ocean with new eyes and see this 

great gift of God’s creation throughout our trip. 

 

I don’t know about you, but as we journey through our time of uncertainty in the week and 

perhaps the months ahead, there may be moments when I need someone to sit by my side, gently 

nudge me, and remind me that God is present with us, especially when we can’t quite see clearly 

what the future has in store for us in the United Methodist Church. Do you think that we might 

be able to do that for one another? Isn’t that what it means for us to be the Church? Together? To 

remind one another of God’s presence in our midst until we can see Jesus more clearly and 

witness Jesus more clearly for the world around us? 
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