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Oil & Wine  Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time  25 October 2009
 Jer 31:7-9  • Ps 126 (125):1-6  • Heb 5:1-6  • Mark 10:46-52

The last time in Mark’s gospel that we met a blind person was just before the first of Jesus’ three predictions of his passion, death and resurrection (Mark 8:22-26). Now, after the third of these predictions that was proclaimed last Sunday, today we meet Bartimaeus, a blind beggar who sits at the side of the road that leads out of Jericho. Mark deliberately places these two sight-giving miracles as a bracket around the narrative of the ‘blindness’ of the apostles in order to throw into strong relief  their deepening obtuseness with regard to Jesus’ teaching about his life and mission. 
Jericho claims two distinctions: it is located at the lowest point on earth, 825 feet below sea level, and it is reckoned by many to be the oldest city on earth, having been continuously occupied since 9,000 BCE. Herod the Great and his son,Archelaus, both lovers of things Roman, had embellished the city with palaces,  public buildings and baths in the Roman style. Jericho’s geographical location assured it of a temperate winter climate, and Jerusalem’s elite took advantage of this and the amenities it offered. It was close to trade routes, had its own profitable crops and was, moreover, a convenient gathering place for pilgrims going up the steep road to Jerusalem, 30 km away.  
There is a tremendous difference between the situation of the blind beggar, Bartimaeus, and the elite of Jericho. As a poor and marginalised person, he is on the outer – not only of the city, but also of the regard of others. Mark translates his name for non-Jewish readers: “Bar (son of) Timaeus.” Timaeus means ‘respected one,’ and perhaps suggests that Bartimaeus had fallen out of respectable family favour because blindness was regarded not only as a physical disability but also as a moral taint. Now destitute, his  home was the dusty roadside where he sat and slept, wrapped up in his blanket that served him as a begging  bowl, coat and bed. He can go nowhere, but from the pilgrims going up to Jerusalem he no doubt hopes for a few coins as a practical response of their piety. Bartimaeus hears the excited crowd saying that Jesus of Nazareth is coming, and he begins to beg for much more than alms. Whereas the crowds use Jesus’ everyday name, the blind Bartimaeus sees with the eyes of faith and begins to shout to Jesus for mercy, calling him by the messianic title of “Son of David.” Many of the crowd, and no doubt some of the Twelve, scold him and tell him to keep quiet, but this only makes Bartimaeus more determined to gain Jesus’ attention. He can only reach Jesus with his longing faith, and in the midst of the crowd Jesus responds to this poor, tattered and despised individual. For such a one Jesus will interrupt his journey, recognising Bartimaeus as one of the ‘little ones’ who are to be the models of undemanding and grateful following of Jesus in contrast to the attitude of the blundering and self-centred disciples.
Three times in one verse (v. 49), the word ‘call’ is used: in Jesus’ command to the crowd, in the crowds response to Jesus, and in their words to Bartimaeus which are now words of encouragement to come to Jesus rather than a rebuke to keep silent. Jesus asks Bartimaeus, the disregarded ‘outsider,’ exactly the same question as we heard him ask James and John, the privileged ‘insiders,’ in last Sunday’s gospel: “What do you want me to do for you?” Blinded by a longing for power and status, they asked for the best places in the kingdom. Bartimaeus’ answer is very different. It is both poignant and prophetic: “My teacher, let me see again.” He addresses Jesus as “Rabouni,” “My teacher,” just as Mary Magdalene will speak to her risen Lord (cf. John 20:16). Aware of his poverty and disability, Bartimaeus asks only that he might see again. Jesus’ healing of Bartimaeus’ physical blindness is witness to the faith that has already healed him. No longer confined to groping his blind way around Jericho, Bartimaeus can do what Jesus tells him to do: “Go….” And where he goes is to follow where Jesus goes, “on the way” up to Jerusalem. Bartimaeus has thrown away everything else – his poor shed of a cloak, his dusty ‘bit of turf’ that, like every beggar, he would have formerly and jealousy guarded. Unlike the rich man, he has no great possessions, but what he has he gives away totally, and now he will be newly clothed with the identity of a disciple. 
Here is a model for Christian discipleship: powerless ones recognise and turn to Jesus; pray for help with persistent faith; meet strong opposition, but also encounter others in the community who help the seekers to find the way to Jesus and follow him along the way that will bring us all, with Jesus, to our ‘Jerusalem’ of suffering and glory. How aware are we of our own blindness to Jesus who is passing by along the everyday roads of our lives? The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, and the programs that help nominal or non-practising Catholics to return to an active faith commitment are vital movements in today’s church, and mostly lay-directed. Many people are sitting by some roadside, not able to see where they are going or if life has any meaning. Through friends, perhaps through our encouragement, or through the prompting of God’s Spirit, they hear of Jesus, take courage, and throw off their fears and uncertainties to risk coming to him and following him. And our faith is strengthened by their witness.
The first reading from the prophet Jeremiah comes from the section known as the ‘Book of Comfort,’ two chapters (Jer 30–31) concerned with the return of exiles to their homeland. “See…” says the prophet speaking the word of God. Do not be blind, but have faith in the saving work of God, as Bartimaeus will see and believe many centuries later. “Shout for joy” because it is the most vulnerable that are God’s special in-gathering concern: the blind, the lame, the pregnant and the newborn who will be led back, not as a strong advancing army to retake Jerusalem, but as a community of the weak to live again in their own homeland. Their return will be characterised by weeping for joy, by compassion, by a journey eased with refreshing brooks to quench their thirst and allow for periods of rests, and by a road that is levelled out to make easy travelling. In this short reading we have two beautiful images of God: as a tender shepherd leading his flock, and as a father tenderly caring for his newborn. 
For many people today, exile can be both a physical reality and also a metaphor of the social and cultural situations of dehumanisation, despair and defeat. We have only, for example, to look at the faces of the boatloads of asylum seekers desperately searching for refuge to which governments and more fortunate nations must try to respond with justice and compassion. Then there are the other exiles: from the church, from our own true selves, for which we pray urgently to God for a new ‘homecoming.’ 
The responsorial Ps 126 (125) is a beautiful prayer for this hope. The pilgrims going up to Jerusalem remember what God has done for his people: the return from exile of their ancestors in the past. And so they pray for their ever-recurring need for renewal in the present. The contrast between dreams and reality, weeping and laughing, sowing and reaping, flood their memories like life-giving streams. Into this prayer we too are called to plunge. 
The Letter to the Hebrews describes the Levitical high priest as one called by God to be a mediator between the people and God. He is to do this humbly because he himself is not immune from sinfulness. The recognition of this should make the high priest sympathetic to the weakness and sinfulness of others so that he does not deal with them arrogantly. The common sinfulness of both priest and people is ritually expressed in the sacrifices of atonement that the hight priest must offer not only for the people but also for himself (cf. Lev 9:7; 16:6, 15-16). After recalling this Torah commandment, the author of  the Letter to the Hebrews compares and contrasts Christ as the great High Priest. He, too, was called and anointed by God to his priestly office and to his royal Sonship; by his incarnation, “in the days of his flesh,” he belonged to the people, as the descendants of Aaron belonged to the Levitical priesthood. By quoting from Ps 110 (109), Christ is also identified as priest-king in the lineage of Melchizedek, the mysterious priest of the encounter with Abraham (cf. Gen 14:18-20), about whom no human origins are mentioned. In his humanity, Jesus shared our vulnerability and weakness, and so in him there was no impassive superiority but rather the ability to recognize and empathise with human limitations, especially those of marginalised and disadvantaged people. Throughout his life, in the supreme sacrifice of his life, and in his risen glory, Christ is the unique mediator between God and humanity – and never more so than when we are literally or symbolically sitting and begging in the dust of our lives.
In RB 20, on ‘Reverence in Prayer,’ Benedict writes that prayer should be humble, short and from the heart. He is talking about the prayer of monks, both communal and private not, surely, the prayer of poor and dusty blind beggars? But both in and beyond the monastery, we are all beggars for mercy from “the Lord God of the universe”: mercy for ourselves, for humanity, for the cosmos. And we can all be blind and unseeing of the faith that we should place in God’s mercy which is revealed to us in Christ who continues to pass through our lives every day. Benedict has no time for verbose prayer, and much encouragement for intense prayer that rises from a pure heart, that is, one centred on God. Bartimaeus’ prayer: “Son of David, have mercy on me!” would be applauded by Benedict, as would the beggar’s energetic hastening to follow Jesus and “race along the way of God’s commandments,” whose finishing line for all of us runners is only crossed in death (cf. RB Prol 49; 73.2, 8).

