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Mark 10:46-52 and Matthew 7:7-11 

 
 

Earlier this year, an article in the Scientific American noted that “Pixar has 

been remarkably successful in the movie business, winning 15 Academy Awards in 

its short history.” But, despite this success, “Pixar president and cofounder Ed 

Catmull much prefers telling new recruits about the company’s failures rather than 

its successes.” He adheres to this strategy because he “wants new employees to share 

their own ideas without fear of failure.” 1  

 

Clearly, Catmull understands what research has already shown – “that too 

much experience can lead to lower performance.” Success, in other words, can be a 

hindrance if it leads to the sense that one doesn’t have much to learn. To counter 

balance this tendency, psychologists suggest “cultivating intellectual humility,” 

which is “the awareness that we always have more to learn.” 2  

 

 Friends, I imagine that we have all grappled with what it means to live in a 

world that is obsessed with professionalism. Take my line of work, for example.  

                                                           
1 Scientific American, April 24, 2018, as quoted in Christian Century, May 23, 2018. 
2 Ibid..  



To say that one is a “professional” Christian is more than a little odd, isn’t it? It is 

strange because professionalism implies a degree of expertise that others lack.  

 Now, admittedly, I have devoted more time to the studies of theology, Bible, 

preaching, church history, polity, and ethics than most. Thus, one might hope or 

expect that my education would lead me to be more steadfast, or wise, or committed 

than religious adherents who pursue work in other professions. But, here’s the point. 

While I wholeheartedly agree that it is a great benefit to the church when the pastor 

is able to model the characteristics and teachings of Jesus in both private and public 

life, the truth is that most ministers understand that we will never live up to the 

scrutiny.  

 

 As Peter Marty writes, “I’m thoroughly convinced that nothing resembling 

expertise exists in the Christian life. How can you become an expert at receiving the 

totally undeserved mercy of God on a daily basis? What difference would brilliance 

make for allowing your heart to break more frequently for people who suffer? 

Exactly what kind of mastery would be necessary to live consistently in un-self-

serving ways? There’s a reason we speak meaningfully of practicing the faith. It’s 

all practice.” 3 

 

                                                           
3 Peter W. Marty, “Trying to Be a Christian,” Christian Century, October 24, 2018, Pg. 3. 



 Here, I am reminded of Jesus’ warnings against spiritual hypocrisy. He said, 

“Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted 

with respect in the marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and 

places of honor at banquets! They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of 

appearances say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.”  

 

 The message here is very clear. Our God is concerned not with titles but with 

character. And with this in mind, let us return for a moment to that earlier point about 

intellectual humility – the awareness that we always have more to learn. What do 

you suppose would happen if we challenged ourselves to live in this manner? If we 

viewed ourselves not as experts, but as students?  

 

 As followers of Jesus Christ, none of us have the right to claim superiority 

over anyone else. For at no point will we ascend the holy throne ourselves, tell Jesus 

that we’ve got this, and ask him to step aside so that we can get on with the business 

of ruling the heavenly kingdom. No. We are forever disciples and students who still 

have much to learn.  

 

 For me, this implies that the most accurate images of faithfulness are not to 

be found amid obvious signs of prominence and power, but among those who rightly 



understand themselves as being in need. In our first lesson, we find the story of a 

man named Bartimaeus who is described as a blind beggar sitting by the roadside. 

When he heard that Jesus of Nazareth was near, “he began to shout out and say, 

‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!’” Jesus acknowledged him. He 

immediately sprang up and went to Jesus. Then, on account of Bartimaeus’ faith, 

Jesus restored his sight. From that point forward, the man began to follow Jesus on 

the way.  

 

 Intellectual and spiritual humility involve presenting ourselves in a certain 

manner. Right at the moment when we begin to think that we’ve seen it all before – 

that we’re so smart, or gifted, or talented that we have this thing in the bag. Or, 

conversely, that life seems so cruel and pointless – when we’ve convinced ourselves 

that things will never change. It’s precisely then when turning to God can make all 

of the difference in the world.    

 

 I delivered my first sermon in 2004. And in the past 14 years, I have learned 

that experience can breed complacency. There have been occasions in my own 

sermon preparations when I believed that I knew exactly what needed to be said, and 

was then stunned when the message fell flat with the congregation. Moreover, I have 

observed that the messages that I deliver are more powerful and accessible to those 



who share in the worship experience when, in my preparations, I have turned to God 

and said, “what do you want me to say to your people? I need your help if I am to 

be your mouthpiece for this particular moment in time.” 

 

 Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, 

and the door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone 

who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” So it is 

with his disciples. All thanks be to God. Amen.       


