Mark 10:46-52

46They came to Jericho. As he and his disciples and a large crowd were leaving Jericho, Bartimaeus son of Timaeus, a blind beggar, was sitting by the roadside. 47When he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout out and say, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” 48Many sternly ordered him to be quiet, but he cried out even more loudly, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” 49Jesus stood still and said, “Call him here.” And they called the blind man, saying to him, “Take heart; get up, he is calling you.” 50So throwing off his cloak, he sprang up and came to Jesus. 51Then Jesus said to him, “What do you want me to do for you?” The blind man said to him, “My teacher, let me see again.” 52Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.” Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way.
Faith That Won’t Settle”
Every once in a while someone comes up to me during social hour and says, “Pastor, I like what you said in your sermon today, especially the part about…” Usually I’m pleased that this person has heard the message I intended to convey, but once in a while that person will leave me puzzling: Did I say that? I may have to re-read my sermon to see if I wasn’t paying attention to what I was writing. This phenomenon has taught me to be careful in sharing what I heard someone else say in a sermon. Did I get it right? Fortunately, Jason sent me a hard copy of last week’s sermon, so I don’t need CNN to do any fact checking before I proceed to quote him. 

I liked what Jason shared about standing before God – stand up to and for God. Like Job, we may feel that we haven’t gotten a fair deal in life. Bad things happen, and we need to take a bold stand and inquire to God, “Why me?” In Christ we find one who knows our pain and suffering and confronts it head on. Jason reminded us that we who bear the title “Christian” are called to follow our Lord, to share God’s love amidst the suffering that we must all confront, and to relieve others suffering wherever possible.
Vital to this calling to follow Jesus is some comprehension of the love that is God’s very essence. Everything hinges on that love. If we doubt God’s own love, we won’t have the desire to approach him. If we doubt his grace we will never have the courage to stand before him. It is precisely Job’s faith in God’s love led him to ask God, “What is going on here?” It’s Job’s faith that informs him that God is compassionate and not cruel, that God is caring and not callous, that God gains nothing from Job’s plight and wishes to end his suffering. Without a core faith in the goodness of God, we could only wallow hopelessly in our suffering. “Life ‘stinks’ and then you die” would be our motto. 
Today we celebrate Reformation Sunday (Reformation Day is October 31st, but there are few churches I know that hold services then – some day…). It was on that day in 1517 that a man named Martin Luther nailed a document formally known as The Ninety-Five Theses on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences to the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg, Germany. To Luther, what was at stake here was the proper representation of God. It’s the same thing that was at stake for Job, who knows himself to be righteous, who says, “God was my friend.” (Job 29:4). He says to God, “I cry out and you do not answer me; I stand and you merely look at me. You have turned cruel to me” (Job 30:20-21). It takes faith for a person to address God and say, “You’re not living up to my expectations!” Martin Luther had a similar struggle. Luther suffered more in mind than in body, wrestling with a false gospel that failed to understand God’s forgiving grace in Christ and added good works as a requirement for salvation. Luther writes, “I didn’t love this God. I hated him! (Luther's Works, Volume 34, P336-337). Today’s Methodist Heritage saint, Jacob Albright, was a tile maker in Pennsylvania. In one year he lost three of his young children to an epidemic of dysentery. But rather than curse God for his cruelty Jacob sought God with all the more passion, with a zeal to know how God could allow such a tragedy to occur. 

It was faith that drove Job to address God from the ash heap. It was faith that nearly drove Luther crazy, searching scripture for some relief to this dilemma. It was faith that drove Jacob Albright to seek counsel from his Methodist neighbor and brought him to the realization that God was not a punishing judge but a merciful Father. And it was faith that led the blind Bartimaeus to speak up when Jesus was walking along the road near Jericho. 
To be blind in first century Palestine was to be a non-entity. Mark didn’t even have to say that Bartimeaus was a blind beggar, because if you were blind, you were a beggar. Furthermore, because of your condition, you were considered ritually unclean. So the way you would have survived was by spreading your cloak in front of you to collect the coins that people would toss at you from a distance. You had a serious disability, and people considered you too dirty to talk to, so you’d probably be pretty lonely. Such a life would be depressing to say the least. And the average blind beggar may have simply accepted his or her plight, may have at most hoped for a few coins to be tossed your way by someone like Jesus as he passed by. But like Job, Bartimeaus would not stay quiet. He would not accept that his current condition as a blind beggar was how God intended him to live. His faith was greater than that, and so he refused to shut up when the crowd told him to hush. Instead he shouted even louder, “Have mercy on me, son of David.” In essence Bartimaeus is shouting, “I will not be ignored, or marginalized, or denigrated on account of my condition, and I don’t believe in a God who would condemn me to this life forever. Jesus, man of God, hear me!” 
And what surprises the crowd is that Jesus does hear him, and he calls for him to come, this ritually unclean nobody blind beggar. The crowd summons Bartimaeus who leaps up, throws off his cloak and approaches Jesus. When Jesus asks what he wants him to do, Bartimaeus declares, “My teacher, let me see again.” That’s interesting: my teacher. What has Jesus taught him in this brief encounter? What has Jesus done up to this point? Seemingly nothing but actually a lot. By calling him forward Jesus has acknowledged a man who everyone strives to ignore. By asking, “What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus is affirming to Bartimaeus that his needs matter to Jesus. For Bartimaeus, whose faith refuses to let him think that God has forsaken him, left him to beg in the dark for the rest of his life, Jesus has given him the assurance that God does care, that God does listen, that God does care. It’s the most important lesson that Bartimaeus could have ever hoped to learn. And with a faith that has been reinforced by Jesus’ compassion, Bartimaeus asks for nothing less than a miracle: “Teacher, let me see again!”
We can never be satisfied with anything less than the true God, that God who loves all, the God who forgives all, the God who truly opens our eyes and gives sight to the blind. And it has too often been our tendency to settle for less. Religion can become an empty, futile series of rituals that we perform with the false belief that they are somehow pleasing to God. Thankfully there have always been people like Martin Luther or John Wesley or Jacob Albright who have said, “This can’t be right: God is much more than what my church is telling me.” There have always been people like Bartimaeus who have boldly confronted those old notions of God and demanded to see God for who he really is. 
And once these brave people have passed through the darkness and doubts, once their eyes are opened and they see God for who he is, they cannot be deterred from following that true God. Martin Luther would stand alone before his peers who would demand that he recant or face torture and death, yet he would not waiver from his firm faith that we are saved by God’s grace, nothing more and nothing less. Jacob Albright would endure beatings by angry crowds who rejected his message that Christians should live for God not only during their worship service but every minute of every day. Bartimaeus casts  down his own cloak, in a sense leaving everything he has behind him in order to follow Jesus where? To Jerusalem his Lord and teacher would face the cruelty and humility of death by crucifixion. Why would these men follow Jesus down such dangerous paths? Because at long last they had come to know the true God, and they could do no less. 
The question we must ask ourselves is, “Do I really want to see?” The way that we can tell that Bartimaeus and Luther and Albright were really seeking the one true God was that they were not simply satisfied to receive some answer. As we are healed by God, we are also empowered by God to do much more. If we are healed, are we willing to use our new-found sight, our new-found knowledge in the service of the one who gave us this sight or this knowledge? Are we willing to proclaim the truth despite all the risks? Make no mistake; discipleship is risky business, because you are called to do nothing short of following Jesus, and he treads a road marked with suffering that leads to a cross. 

But beyond the cross it leads to eternity. It leads to resurrection and new life. And hear and now in means true life. 

May God grant each of us the faith to seek God in all truth, the willingness to risk all just to know him, and the courage and conviction to follow our true Lord and Savior wherever he may lead us. Amen.  
