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A Homily by                         “Walking the Way – Jericho to Jerusalem”
The Reverend Jo Popham      Twenty-Second Sunday after Pentecost B

October 28, 2012
Mark 10:46-52

When Jim and I worked at his law firm together we adopted what we called the

“Jefferson Street Rule.” When we passed the intersection of St. Charles Avenue and

Jefferson Street on the way downtown we agreed to leave all the concerns of managing a

household with five children behind. And coming home after work when we crossed

Jefferson Street in uptown we set aside our concerns and problems from the office. It

worked really well. But in a former life when I ran the medical laboratory at the

preeminent psych hospital in New Orleans, I just could not cast off the cloak of work.

The staff were angels, absolute angels, even though the patients were a constant cause of

stress. I had a hard time NOT taking my work home with me. I was always worrying and

praying for the patients and the nurses, doctors, and social workers. One of the doctors

tried to teach me one of his tricks to leave those worries behind when I left work. I was to

imagine I was taking off a cloak and leaving it on the coat rack in the waiting room of the

lab. It didn’t work so well. Often when there is a dramatic change in our lives we refer to

taking off a cloak. Or we take on the cloak of a new vocation. That is exactly what

happened one day as Jesus’s completed his work outside of Jerusalem teaching and

healing and moved towards his ultimate vocation as savior and redeemer of the world.

Every day Bartimaeus, the blind beggar, made his way to “his spot” on the road from

Jericho to Jerusalem. The other panhandlers always saved Bartimaeus’s place by the

roadside. Then be would carefully spread out his cloak to catch the coins that travelers

might throw his way. Sometimes he would call out to passers-by when he heard their

footsteps. But one day, Bartimaeus heard that Jesus of Nazareth was coming. He called

out: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” Up until this point, only Peter and

demons had recognized Jesus’s true identity. The disciples tried to quiet Bartemaeus, but

again he called out: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” When Jesus asked

Bartemaeus: “What do you want me to do for you?” it was a rhetorical question. Jesus
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already knew that Bartemaeus recognized who he was and what Jesus could teach him.

Bartemaeus had not always been blind, for he answered: “My teacher, let me see again.”

And Bartemaeus was cured of his blindness. He cast off his beggar’s cloak and took on

his new vocation following Jesus.

We do not know the cause of Bartemaeus’s blindness. He could have had cataracts

that fogged his eyesight and eventually caused him to be completely blind or macular

degeneration that would explain how he was able to move around with some ease. He

could have had retinitis pigmentosa or diabetic retinopathy or glaucoma. Whatever the

cause, there was a miracle that day on the road to Jerusalem. I think it was a threefold

miracle, maybe more. Bartemaeus, even with limited sight or none at all, saw Jesus’s true

nature – his kingly authority, his sight was restored, and he took on the cloak of a new

vocation as a follower of Christ. But in addition there was a bonus miracle that day: the

disciples James and John saw through Bartemaeus’s eyes; they had their eyes opened by

Jesus’s encounter with Bartemaeus. The two Zebedee brothers had sought status in the

Kingdom of God, but Bartemaeus’s approach was quite different. He came to Jesus in

humility. And he experienced Jesus’s healing power because he had faith that day on the

road from Jericho to Jerusalem.

Jesus and the disciples and a large entourage of followers were going “up” to

Jerusalem from Jericho. According to the Jewish historian Josephus (AD 37-93) traveling

from Jericho to Jerusalem was indeed an uphill trek. Jericho was at 250 meters (or 825

feet) below sea level. Jerusalem was 762 meters (or 2500 feet) above sea level. While

Jerusalem was to the southwest, travelers, merchants, pilgrims, and soldiers went up to go

down to Jerusalem. The 1st century road was about 150 Roman stadioi, or about 29

kilometers (or 18 miles long). The climate change from Jericho to Jerusalem was

dramatic. And there was always the threat of bandits along this treacherous road. All in

all it was a dangerous journey. But Jesus was anxious for his ministry to continue in

Jerusalem. Bartemaeus had announced the son of King of David, the anointed one was on

his way, and he joined Jesus on the way. Onward and up they went towards glory.
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Last week one of our parishioners talked to a few of us about a book he had just

finished. Our librarian to going to get us a copy of The Way is Made by Walking: A

Pilgrimage Along the Camino de Santiago by Arthur Paul Boers. This book is really an

invitation to walk The Way of St. James, the Camino de Santiago de Compostela. I have

a copy on order. This week I also watched the movie The Way again. I am inspired to be

able to walk, to walk well enough to walk the Camino de Santiago de Compostela. Surely

it can be no more difficult than the road from Jericho to Jerusalem.

You know, we may visit holy sites by airplane or by train or in a bus, but walking The

Way just might change our perspectives entirely about our faith. We might wear a cloak

or share it with another or even give it away along the way. And we just might take on

the cloak of a new ministry. We often hear it is not the destination but the journey – not

where we are going but how we get there – that it is important. For Jesus, the destination

was important. For the ancient travelers on the road from Jericho, Jerusalem was all

important. But what happens on the journey is what is formative. Bartemaeus cast off the

cloak of his old life on the road to Jerusalem, and along with James and John and the

other disciples, they all took on new vocations along the way. I would love to be able to

see through the eyes of other travelers along The Way. The disciples must have seen

through Bartemaeus’s eyes because of his great faith that day on the way to Jerusalem. I

wonder, can our faith make us see more clearly? Yes, that was another rhetorical

question. What do we want Jesus to do for us? Do we want Jesus to teach us? Do we

want to follow Jesus on the way, as Bartemaeus did once he could see clearly?

Bartemaeus saw Jesus through eyes that could not see. And it was Bartemaeus’s faith

that allowed him to be healed so that he could see and follow Jesus. At the end of Jesus’s

Galilean ministry, blind Bartemaeus was the perfect example of a disciple who followed

Jesus in faith. May we too see through Bartemaeus’s eyes. And may we too cast off

whatever blindness is keeping us from developing our faith – cast it off like an old cloak.

Let us go forward in faith, embracing our vocations on The Way.

     Lord, may it be so. Amen.


