
 
 
  “They came to Jericho. As they were leaving Jericho…” Maybe it’s the heat. 
James Martin, in our book for the summer, describes his time in Jericho as the hottest 
he’s ever been. It’s the kind of place you get to, and you immediately want to leave. As 
Martin points out, the bland narration doesn’t quite convey the blistering heat, the dusty 
earth, the scarcity of water. 

 But Mark doesn’t really have time for all that. We’re used to this pace with Mark. 
His favorite word is “immediately.” “At once.” “Right away.” Jesus is on the move in 
Mark, rarely slowing down, his face turned toward Jerusalem. That’s where he’s heading 
now. So, of course Mark narrates it quickly. “They came to Jericho. As they were leaving 
Jericho…”  

It is a voice - a piercing, persistent, voice – that stops them. The voice carries on 
the hot desert wind, it rises above the voice of the crowd telling the speaker to be quiet, it 
is full of fervor and desperation and hope. 

 Bartimaeus is his name. He is named after his father – Bar (Son of) Timaeus. All 
that we know of him is that he sits by the roadside, wearing a cloak, in which he collects 
money from those who take pity on him. No doubt he’s heard the stories about Jesus, but 
he cannot have a very clear perception of who Jesus is.  

 But something wells up in him when he hears Jesus is near, and he screams out for 
mercy, over and over – mercy. “Have mercy!” When they shout at him to shut up, he 
shouts all the louder, “Mercy!”  

 God is merciful. From the earliest parts of the Old Testament, we hear these words 
about God: “The mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting.” By crying out to 
Jesus for mercy, Bartimaeus is acknowledging that this one who comes walking through 
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Jericho walks close to the God who is full of mercy, is in fact one who bears God’s 
mercy. 

 I am reminded of the words of Fred Craddock, who said that if you are reading 
your Bible, and you believe that it is telling you to be unkind, or merciless, or hateful, 
read it again. Read it again, because the God revealed to us in these pages is full of 
compassion, looks out for those pushed to the margins, looks out for people like 
Bartimaeus, sitting in darkness in the scorching sun, longing to see.  

 Mark’s Gospel moves fast. So, when he slows down, we should take notice, and 
when he becomes completely still, we should also become still as well, and listen. Jesus 
is moving, moving, moving, a trail of dust following he and his disciples as they come to 
Jericho and are getting ready to leave Jericho all in the same sentence. That voice gets his 
attention, the one calling out for mercy. And then something happens that hardly ever 
happens in this gospel. Jesus stood still. He stops moving. 

 When Jesus hears the cries for mercy, he stops. Wherever he is going, whatever he 
is doing is halted by this lone voice. He stills himself.  

 I mentioned in the Sunday school class last week that during my sabbatical at Holy 
Cross monastery, I made a covenant during my week there to observe the hours. That 
meant worship with the several times a day, and keeping what is called the Great Silence. 
I had prepared myself for the Great Silence, which called for no conversation and no 
electronic devices from 7 p.m. to 9 a.m. the next day. I had my books and I knew I could 
write during that time.  

 What I was not prepared for was the Diurnum, the noon service. This service 
focuses on the psalms. The high point of the service was a period of silence. Now, we 
have moments of silence in our service. We observe silence during confession, and 
during the prayers of the people. At most, those moments of silence last a minute. Any 
longer, and I can hear the shifting in the seats, primarily because I’m also shifting in my 
seat. The Diurnum service observed twenty minutes of silence. You heard me correctly. 
Twenty minutes. Every day.  

 I was not prepared for that. And it is not indicated in a bulletin. I mean, if there was 
a notation in your bulletin this morning that said we were at some point going to observe 
twenty minutes of silence, you would at least be forewarned, could plan a quick escape to 



the restroom. I had no warning. I just sat in my pew for first one, then two, then five 
minutes, with no idea what was happening. It is safe to say that when the twenty minutes 
were over, and the liturgist spoke at last, I was a hot mess inside. 

 I remember going to lunch, and then back to my room, and somewhere along the 
way realizing that twenty minutes is not really that long. Think of all the things you and I 
will spend twenty minutes doing and think nothing of it. That’s the average length of a 
sitcom, a hockey period, a school lunch period. So why did it feel like hours? The 
problem was within me.  

Because there are some things you can only learn when your mind is stilled. The 
question is, do you want to learn them, do you want to see? 

 Mark says that Jesus became still. And in that place, he was able to hear the voice 
calling out to him, really hear it. It was not an interruption, it was not a distraction, it was 
not a delay. It was, in fact, the voice of one the likes of whom Jesus came to hear. He 
stands still. Maybe he stood there in silence for one minute, or five, or twenty.  

 From that stillness, a summons. Bartimaeus doesn’t hear his call, but the very ones 
who had tried to keep him quiet are the ones now relaying to him, “Take heart. Take 
heart. He is calling for you.”  

 And what a sight we see. Bartimaeus throws off his cloak, and presumably all the 
coins he has collected in it go flying as he springs up – did you hear that? – he springs up, 
and runs to Jesus, falling at his feet.  

 What is it we see here? Faith. Faith that calls out when everyone is trying to silence 
him. Faith that casts aside all that he has. Faith that springs up and moves toward the one 
who comes in mercy. Faith. 

 All that is left is the question. “What do you want me to do for you?” 

 Mark’s hearers would have immediately recognized the question. Jesus had asked 
it only a little earlier, while they were traveling. Jesus had just predicted, for the third and 
final time, that he was going up to Jerusalem, where he would be flogged and spit upon 
and mocked and killed, and after three days rise again. James and John, two of his 
disciples known as the “Sons of Thunder” had scurried up to Jesus’ side and asked him in 



quiet tones, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” Jesus asks 
them, “What do you want me to do for you?”  

 “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand, and one at your left, in your glory.” Jesus 
responds, “You do not know what you are asking.” 

 When the other disciples catch wind of this request, they become angry, which 
prompts Jesus to gather them together and say that they are not to be like others who lord 
their power over those they rule, who are tyrants. “It is not to be so among you; but 
whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes 
to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but 
to serve.”  

 The disciples do not see. They do not see the looming cross. They do not see the 
nature of the kingdom Jesus brings. They do not see that the first shall be last and the last 
shall be first. They do not see that a little child shall lead them. They do not see the width 
and height and depth, the sheer magnitude of the welcome God extends. They do not see 
just how large is the table set by Jesus and just how many they never expected to be there 
are taking their seat. 

 Including Bartimaeus. “My teacher, I want to see.”  

 Jesus doesn’t touch him, he doesn’t spit in his eyes, he doesn’t make mud and 
place on his eyes, he doesn’t pray to God. He simply pronounces what is already true. 
“Go, your faith has made you well.” The Greek word for “made well” can be translated, 
“Your faith has cured you, your faith has made you whole, or your faith has saved you.” I 
think if you asked Jesus which one it was, he would say “all of them.”  

 Bartimaeus was asking for mercy, and he gets it. He was asking to see, and he 
does. And just how much he sees we recognize when he takes his place among the 
disciples and follows Jesus, toward Jerusalem and the cross. 

 The question remains. It echoes here in the walls of this sanctuary. It is asked to 
each of us individually; it is asked of us as a community; it is asked of the world. “What 
do you want me to do for you?” 

 The context of the question may be a cry for mercy in your life, a stilling of your 
restless soul. The context may be a church crying out “Have mercy!” as we make our 



way through what can seem like a merciless world. The context may be the world itself, 
with masses of suffering people, and political leaders who seem unable to address any of 
it.   

 May we all of us take a cue from Bartimaeus. Do not stop crying out for mercy, be 
persistent in cries for grace, do not give in to cynicism and despair. Cry out for yourself. 
Cry out for others. Cry out for the world. And when, in stillness, you hear the 
question…let us not ask for riches, let us not ask for greatness, let us not ask to sit at the 
right and left of Jesus…Let us ask to see, really see, and then follow Jesus, out into the 
world, toward the cross, toward the kingdom being born even now, toward wholeness, 
toward life. 

 May our deepest desire be to hear the words from the one we follow to us all: 
“Your faith has made you well.” May it be so. Amen.   


