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     Robert Lupton, author of Toxic Charity, visited Shreveport this past week and spoke with 
several organizations about the focus of his book and the lessons he has learned from living and 
working in inner city Atlanta for forty years.  He spent an hour with our Highland Center 
Ministries team and we learned a lot from what he had to say, especially the stories he shared 
from his experiences of learning how to develop opportunities and jobs for unemployed people 
in his neighborhood.  One lesson he learned was about their free clothing closet. He learned that 
it would be better to turn it into a thrift shop, giving people an opportunity to earn income and 
get job training rather than developing dependency on their free services.  In order to learn how 
to price their clothing and learn customer service, he took a group to a big mall in Atlanta and 
took notes on how they set out clothes, organized by sizes, promoted sale items, and treated 
customers as they came in.  This last one was perhaps the most important for them, as they 
noticed how the sales persons greeted customers by name and were able to remember things 
about them from earlier visits.  He spoke of the great value this was for them as they would begin 
their store in the inner city, doing things with quality, giving the best of customer service, and 
providing dignity to customers. The lessons they learned from their mall visits provided them 
with great lessons on service that continue to bear fruit in the success of their thrift store. 
 
     What we hear from our Gospel reading this morning in Mark (10:46-52) is of how Jesus took 
his followers—the employees of his venture—on a field trip one day that would make a lasting 
impression on the kind of service they were to provide to people, especially to those like 
Bartimaeus.  The followers obviously needed help with their people skills and understanding the 
priority of their “customer’s” need.  As we hear what happened, their teachable moment becomes 
ours, as we have opportunity to learn what one of the best practices of a follower of Jesus. 
     The field trip for Jesus and his disciples was to the outskirts of Jericho.  As they were walking 
down the road, a man sitting alongside the road is shouting something at Jesus and is his voice is 
getting louder and louder.  It is clear to them that he is one of the beggars in the city, this one 
being not only blind but persistent and increasingly loud as they walked closer to him.  He was 
not begging like others they had heard before; he was getting specific, shouting “Jesus, Son of 
David, have mercy on me!”  He somehow knew Jesus was coming down the road and knew 
enough about him to recognize him with such a respectable title. His begging doesn’t go 
unnoticed, especially by many of the disciples who saw him as a nuisance and told him to pipe 
down.  Bartimaeus, however, couldn’t be ignored and continued to call out to Jesus with fervor 
and urgency.  He was one of those beggars who doesn’t take no for an answer and always seems 
to endure obstacles long enough to get what they need.  We might call them panhandlers, 
manipulators, or “squeaky wheels” today, knowing of their ability to wear us down and make 
enough noise until we give them what they want.  
     The noise, or perhaps it was just the need, was enough to make Jesus stop, which threw his 
handlers for a loop.  He not only stopped; he told his followers to call the man to him, which, by 
the way, seems like a harsh thing to ask of someone who is blind.  Jesus seemed to know, 
though, that what was behind the shout was enough to empower the man to get up and make his 



way to him.  Make his way he did, throwing off his cloak of comfort, springing up, and blindly 
walking ahead to Jesus.  What an incredible sight this must have been for the disciples, for the 
crowd, and for Jesus.  They all knew that something amazing was about to happen.  And it did. 
     Jesus greeted Bartimaeus with the best question a servant can ask, “What do you want me to 
do for you?”  Let’s think about that question for a moment.  Its short and simple, yet powerful.  It 
puts the other person’s needs as the top priority, informs him that he has come to the right place 
and person, welcomes him with true hospitality, and opens the door to an exciting realm of 
possibility for someone in need.  This is the complete opposite kind of question we heard from 
James and John last week, as they told Jesus what they hoped to get out of following him.  They 
wanted to be in a position of being served. They wanted to be in a position of recognition at the 
right and left hand of Jesus.  Jesus, however, shows them a better position; that of a servant.  
Imagine how their story would have been different had they said “What can I do for you?” to 
Jesus.  Imagine how this story today would have been different if they had been the ones to stop 
and ask Bartimaeus what they could do for him. 
     We heard from a follower of Jesus this morning in Sunday School who lives out this best 
practice:  Jenny Hodge.  As our CBF-LA missionary to Lake Providence, LA, she follows Jesus 
there selflessly as she has made it her home, choosing to live among the poorest people in our 
state.  She has followed God’s call there to work toward community development; that Lake 
Providence and other people in the Delta region can have a better existence as they recognize 
their assets and build on them together for the good of the whole.  Jenny’s work is a Jesus-
shaped service to the people of Lake Providence. She is there to serve, not to be served. 
     What a great practice for us to hear today as people who are following Jesus.  We have 
already learned the practice of rising above spiritual entitlement by descending into servanthood.  
Now we have the lesson from how Jesus and his followers encountered a blind man in need.  
And what a great one for us since we are frequently surrounded by the needs of people—
spouses, family, friends, co-workers, neighbors, and strangers. If we aren’t careful, we can move 
right past them as we hurry down our pathway, seeing them as distractions from getting to where 
Jesus is taking us.  It happens all the time, even to well-meaning, spiritually in-tune followers of 
Jesus.  Our biases and personal agendas can grow to the point where they cloud our vision, clog 
our hearts, and deafen our hearing to the cries of the Bartimaeus’ in our midst. There may be a 
Bartimaeus on your way to work, in your Care Group, in the hallway at school, in your Facebook 
newsfeed, at your Highland Blessing Dinner table, and on your pew at church.  You hear their 
cry, but what do you do? We learn from Jesus what it means to pay attention to and include the 
Bartimaeus’ around us, to be fully present in their lives as they call out to us, to ask what we can 
do for them, to call them to Jesus, and to connect with their faith and with what God is already 
doing in them. Jesus teaches us how to take the position of a servant. As Frederick Buechner puts 
it, “Think of yourself instead (if you have to think of yourself at all) as a rather small-gauge 
clogged-up pipe that a little of God's power may be able to filter through if you can just stay 
loose enough. Tell the one you're praying for to stay loose too.i 
     The beauty of this teachable moment for these Jesus followers is in how Jesus loosens them 
up. What we see Jesus doing here is providing healing to his followers, not just to a blind man.  
The disciples were blind too, weren’t they?  We are too, oftentimes, aren’t we?  What we can 
learn from Jesus is that it is necessary to change course at times, to take a detour on our journey, 
to drop whatever we are doing that seems so important at the time, and to be available to what 
God wants to do to respond to the needs around us.  In that availability—and with our 
authenticity and awareness of our own need of Jesus--we are to ask them a service-oriented 



question:  What do you want me to do for you? This is what Jesus did.  It is what his followers 
should have done.  It is what we are to do. It may not be in those words.  It may not be with 
words at all, but our posture is to be that of a servant, one who is putting the needs of the other 
above her own. 
     The great news for followers of Jesus is that there are positive outcomes when we follow 
Jesus, just as there was with Bartimaeus, as God uses you and me to connect them to the healing 
power of Jesus.  Great things occur when that happens: sight is restored, joy is ignited, faith is 
increased, Jesus is followed, and lives are changed. 
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