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Jesus heals our blindness 
Opening prayer 

 
God of light, 
open our eyes  
to see the needs of those who cry out  
or suffer in silence,  
and give us the courage to bring them 
your healing compassion. Amen 

 
In 1837, Hans Christian Andersen, wrote a fairy tale, which he titled The Emperor's New Clothes.  
It is a prime example of the power of political correctness. An Emperor was so enamored of his 
appearance and clothing that he had a different suit for every hour of the day.  
 
One day two rogues arrive in town claiming to be gifted weavers.  They convinced the Emperor that 
they could weave the most wonderful cloth.  It had a magical property that made clothes only 
visible to those who were completely pure in heart and spirit. So impressed was the Emperor that he 
ordered the weavers to begin work immediately.  The rogues, having a deep understanding of 
human nature, began to feign work on empty looms.  
 
Minister after minister went to view the new clothes and all came back exhorting the beauty of the 
cloth on the looms even though none of them could see a thing.  
 
Finally a grand procession was planned for the Emperor to display his new clothes.  On going to 
view his clothes, he was  shocked to see absolutely nothing, but pretended to admire the fabulous 
cloth, inspect the clothes with awe, and, after disrobing, go through the motions of carefully putting 
on the new garments.  
 
The Emperor appeared under a royal canopy to the admiring throng of his people.  All of whom 
cheered and clapped because they all knew the rogue weavers' tale and did not want to be seen as 
less than pure of heart.  
 
But, the bubble burst when an innocent child loudly exclaimed, for the whole kingdom to hear, The 
Emperor has no clothes – nothing on at all.  A wonderful story about seeing and not seeing.  
 
As is the story of Blind Bartimaeus.  
 
Mark opens this story "And they came into" Jericho. He sets a scene for this episode, which was no 
doubt familiar to anyone who had gone to Jerusalem on pilgrimage.  Jericho was the last stop en 
route to the city of David; the road out of town, representing the final, fifteen-mile leg of the 
pilgrim's journey, would have been the standard beat for much of that city's beggar population. The 
odds were good that pilgrims would have the mood and means to give alms. There Jesus, the 
disciples, and a great crowd meet Bartimaeus, the destitute blind man.  
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This is the last healing in Mark’s Gospel as a whole and is seen by scholars as more than a simple 
story of Jesus giving back some-one their sight. Mark has a bigger agenda than just recounting a 
familiar and striking event in Jesus remarkable life. This incident is strategically placed at this point 
in Mark’s Gospel as Jesus travels  towards Jerusalem and all that is to follow in  the final weeks and 
days of his life.  It has become well known as a paradigmatic story of discipleship (Achtemeier, 
1978)1.  Often ignored, however, are its social and political dimensions. It is Bartimaeus who 
introduces the title "Jesus, son of David" (10:47), so preparing us for the imminent struggle over the 
ideology of popular kingship. There is also an implied class contrast between the discipleship of 
Bartimaeus and the non-discipleship of the rich man, just as there was between the haemorrhaging 
woman and the synagogue ruler in 5:21ff. These stories exhibit several contrasting  characteristics 
 
Bartimaeus, like the rich man, encounters Jesus "on the way" The rich man could not liquidate his 
fortune, but poor Bartimaeus throws away his garment, his sole element of livelihood (beggars 
spread out their cloaks to receive alms): The one at the top of the social scale rejected a direct call, 
but the one on the bottom does not even wait for a call, springing up and "following Jesus on the 
way" (10:52). The significance of the social, economic, and political fabric of the Bartimaeus story 
being placed as Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem should be clear. The poor join in the final 
assault on the dominant ideological order, which is at the heart of Mark’s Gospel, and the rich have 
walked downcast away. The first have become last, and the last first.  
 
The structure of the episode emphasizes not the action or teaching of Jesus, but the struggle by 
Bartimaeus to regain his sight, which is complicated by the fickleness of the crowd:  
1.Bartimaeus cries out; the crowd rebukes/silences him;  
2.he cries out louder; Jesus instructs the crowd to call him;  
3.the crowd calls him, saying, "Take courage, get up, he calls you."  
4. Bartimaeus leaps up, casts away his garment, goes to Jesus.  
As with the impure woman, the 'least', against formidable odds, have been healed because they have 
taken the initiative of faith.  
 
Mark also draws a devastating contrast between this beggar's initiative and the aspirations of the 
disciples. Upon their approach, Jesus had asked James and John, "What do you want me to do for 
you?" (10:36). To the beggar's petition, Jesus responds with exactly the same words. But how 
different the requests! The disciples wished for status and privilege; the beggar simply for his "vi-
sion." The one Jesus cannot grant, the other he can. It is Bartimaeus who is told to "take courage" as 
the disciples were told earlier, during their dangerous crossing of the sea (6.50). And it is the beggar 
who follows. The narrative discourse of hope is now clear in this last discipleship/healing episode. 
Only if the disciples, and by implication us the readers struggle against the internal demons that 
render us deaf and mute, only if we renounce our thirst for power- in a word, only if we recognize 
our blindness and seek true vision-then can the discipleship adventure carry on.  
 
This story forces us to ask if we actually do see.  Whom do we shun, rebuke or quieten?  What 
props or masks do we use to hide from God’s questioning today – ‘where is your brother or sister’?  
Even now, who is crying out for understanding and compassion?  Whose cries are we not hearing?  
These cries may come from a lone whimpering person on the street or the cries can be as loud as 
those coming from Darfur, Palestine, people who suffer indignity or injustice here or in other parts 
of the world. How many people are hearing the silent cry of David Hicks or the cries of the 
survivors of the SIEV X that sunk 5 years ago this last week with the loss of 353 lives.  
 
Jesus is here to heal the blindness that immobilises us and leads us to fuller vision; to empower and 
transform us from being passive bystanders in the journey of life.   
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Jesus words to Bartimaeus at first glance appear somewhat strange “What do you want me to do for 
you? You’d think that would be obvious – no need to ask. But some how it is important that 
Bartimaeus articulate his need explicitly. A great encouragement to us in our prayer life. God does 
want us to say what it is we need.  One can imagine that Jesus asks each of us the same question 
that he asked James and John and Bartimaeus "What do you want me to do for you?” Will we have 
the courage to ask like Bartimaeus, “I want to see”?  We are not responsible for what we do not see. 
Blindness protects us from harsh realities. Bartimaeus saw what others missed. In a real sense, he 
understood the words in Jeremiah in today’s first reading: "I will gather the blind and the lame… 
oppressed, harshly done by, forgotten." 
 
To say I want to see is costly – it will make demands on us. Will lead us on the path of discipleship 
as it did Bartimaeus who we are told followed Jesus on the Way (of discipleship). That takes 
courage.  Moral courage begins when we see through the eyes of God's love, touch that cracking 
heart as our hearts crack to feel for another with God’s compassion, and know God's grief over 
injustice.  Yet these moments can be brief and intermittent.  The details of daily life, the tasks 
before us, counting the cost, and our fears can dull our vision.  
 
We cannot say anymore, ‘We didn't know.’ We often hear this refrain from those in politics – 
whereas a few years ago they would have resigned.  Do we see or want to see?  Do we understand?  
Do we ask why?  Do we critique our sources of information?  Do we demand clear pictures, honest 
images, truth?  
 
Let’s cry out with Bartimaeus: I want to see…… how prejudice blinds us to the goodness of people 
who are different to us;… how living our safe and comfortable lives can distract us from the 
demands of justice for the poor and marginalised; ….. how apathy and complacency allows evil to 
flourish because we do not want to get involved in opposing it.  
 
The story of the emperor’s new clothes reminds us of how easy it is to go along with the crowd. 
How easy it is to not see, or pretend that we do not see. 
 
But the emperor has no clothes on.  We need Bartimaeus to tell us again…. or just a little child. 
 
 
                                                      
1 Quoted in Binding the Strong Man  A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus by Ched Myers Orbis Books 1988  
p 281 
 
With acknowledgement to Ched Myer’s commentary on Mark 10. 46-52 p281,2 of 'Binding the Strong Man' and also 
Reflections on the Readings for the 30th Sunday of the Year compiled by Claude Mostowik, MSC Justice and Peace 
Centre, Erskineville  
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