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REFORMATION SUNDAY SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

We’ve been hanging out with Mark’s gospel since last Advent. Perhaps you’ve noticed that his book is really one not-so-long journey with Jesus, going from Galilee, where he grew up, down to Jerusalem, for what turns out to be the last week of his life.

Mark uses the term ‘on the way’ time and again to connect us to that journey, and Jesus’ followers come to be called “people of the way.” (The word “synod”, by the way, comes from the Greek, meaning “on the way/on the road together”.)

Our gospel reading today—the healing of blind Bartimaeus—is at the edge of the Jerusalem week. It’s the last miracle that Jesus accomplishes and the last story from the journey, before they enter the city gates. That prime placement means (please pardon the pun) that there’s more to this story of the blind man than meets the eye (!).

You know how the journey has gone this last year. In scene after scene, Jesus preaches the kingdom of God and brings the signs of its coming, but the disciples just don’t get it. Rather, it’s the unlikely people who see who Jesus really is: the hemorrhaging woman after 12 years of suffering; Jairus, even after his daughter died; the determined friends of the paralytic, opening the roof to get him to Jesus; the Syrophoenician woman, asking for crumbs from the table; the father of a demon-possessed boy. 

Mark gives all these ‘minor’ characters take center stage, professing their faith in Jesus, while the chosen disciples bungle along, arguing over who’s the greatest, trying to keep Jesus away from the cross, and—just before this scene—pleading for positions of honor in his kingdom.

OK. So here’s this blind guy, Bartimaeus, a beggar (what else could he do?), seated along the road, waiting for Jesus. Although he’s blind, he can ‘see’ who Jesus is, and he calls out to him with words of profound Messianic understanding: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.” Then, as they did with the clamoring children a little while back, many try to silence Bartimaeus. He’s a resident nuisance, an embarrassment, likely made blind as a punishment for something. (So they thought.) “Don’t bother the rabbi. He’s got more important things to do!”

But Blind Bart won’t take no for an answer, and he shouts all the louder, “Son of David, have mercy!” (Mark paints this scene so wonderfully!) “Jesus stood still,” he writes. Can you see the crowds quieting all of a sudden, wondering what will happen next? Jesus calls Bartimaeus to him, and, says Mark, the blind man “sprang up”—think rocket launch!—and bounded over to him.

Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?” It’s the same question he’d just asked James and John, remember?! And Bartimaeus, already having profound insight, asks to see once again. “You’ve got it,” says Jesus. “Your faith has made you well.”

Like the long list of others from the journey, he believed and trusted in Jesus, and, because of that faith, his life would never be the same again. Jesus says, “Go!”, but Mark tells us that immediately Bartimaeus regained his sight and followed Jesus on the way. (Next stop: Jerusalem.)

And aside here: Many scholars feel that Bartimaeus must have gone on to have a leadership role in the early church, since he is remembered by name, while all of the others who were healed remained anonymous. “He followed Jesus on the way.”

This Reformation Sunday, you and I follow a host of believers on the road of faith: Peter and Paul, Bartimaeus, Augustine, Luther, Muhlenberg, Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa, and countless others. And, of course, we celebrate five of our young people who mark a particular milestone en route as they affirm their baptisms today.

It’s been my joy and privilege to be involved with them and Deaconess Deborah these past 2 ½ years of ‘the road’, and a particular joy to read their statements of faith and to talk with them and their families about their relationship to Jesus and his church.

Let me share some of their witness:

“I grew up in a Christian home and cannot remember a time that I was not a follower of Christ.”

“My parents and family have influenced me in my faith journey, and they provided a good example of what it is to be good Christians.”

“Going to church has really changed the way I look at others and myself. It changes perspective a great deal, because no matter how different everyone is, God links us together like a big family.”

They’ve got a clear sense of being on a faith journey. They know where they’ve come from and thank God for those who’ve guided them along the way, many Trinity teachers and mentors included.

And they have dealt with that fascinating question that Jesus poses time and again. “What do you want me to do for you?” (It’s reminiscent of the Lord’s question to Solomon as he becomes king.) If the waters of baptism connect us to the Risen Lord, it’s a lifelong question posed to all of us on a regular basis, I think. (Like every day!) “What do you want me to do for you?”

The Guatemala mission trip had an impact on two of our confirmands. One ponders, “When I went to Guatemala, it left me wondering why God would allow people to live in such poverty, when there are some people who have so much money.” Another reflected, “That experience helped me learn how grateful I am for everything I have.” There’s work for you, Jesus!

Being connected to him brings these insights as well:

“My faith gives me comfort and confidence to face any challenges headed my way.”

“Being a Christian is not just about going to church on Sundays. It is also about treating people the right way and giving back to the community.”

“I look to Jesus for guidance to do and say the right things…to live my life as he would want me to.”

“I believe that actions speak louder than words, so it is important for us to life our faith by loving and serving others.” 

Like Bartimaeus, these young adults have the insight of faith to walk the walk, and I pray that their families and this church will continue to support their growth in witness. Because the road ahead will almost certainly not be an easy one for any of them.

At a time when so many things are vying for the God-position (#1) in their lives: image, money, popularity, success, cell-phones); in an age when church and Jesus are odd-ball options at best; when ‘me first’ absolutely denies discipleship, their foundation of faith must be solid, their community of faith must be vibrant, and their determination had better be relentless!

“The end of something great brings the beginning of something greater,” wrote one confirmand. “My journey is just beginning.”

I hope that we can all have that sense of being ‘on the way’ with Jesus. Faith is not longing for the past, or clinging to what we have, but rather letting go, venturing forward, living in trust and moving where God calls us, understanding as the bumper sticker quips, that “God is not yet finished with us.”

With that sense of this great and holy procession of the saints, of our journey together, I’d like to offer an ancient and still powerful prayer from the Service of Evening Prayer: “O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage, not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us; through Jesus Christ or Lord.”

Amen.
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