
A World of Questions: What Do You Want Most?

Mark 10:46-52
“Faith is a footbridge that you don’t know will hold you up over the chasm until you’re forced to walk out onto it.”

Nicholas Wolterstorff wrote those words following the death of his twenty-five-year-old son in a mountain‑climbing accident. He wrote those words in response to a friend’s suggestion that he “just scrap this God business.” Nick wrote those words—not as the noted scholar he is—but as a Christian struggling with what it means to have faith.

“Faith is a footbridge that you don’t know will hold you up over the chasm until you’re forced to walk out onto it.”

Our gospel reading this morning tells the story of an individual who was willing to step out over such a chasm in faith. In Mark’s gospel, the healing of Bartimaeus is the final miracle Jesus performs. And, for the author of this gospel, this blind beggar represents the ideal follower of Jesus. Someone who follows—not in fear like the disciples—but in faith.

What was it about Bartimaeus that enabled him to follow in faith?

Bartimaeus was willing to risk going against what others thought. Here was a blind beggar—a person with no status, no reputable place in society—yelling out at Jesus.

Those around Bartimaeus found it embarrassing. Totally inappropriate. “Shhh!” His yelling got louder. “Keep it down, OK?” The yelling got even louder. “Shut up, you old beggar.”

But the people in the crowd failed to silence Bartimaeus. He didn’t care what they said or thought. Jesus was coming, and that was all that mattered.

Bartimaeus also was willing to risk giving up his security. In that day, a blind beggar had very little. But one thing he did have was a cloak. The beggar would sit by a roadside, spread his cloak over his lap, and in it catch the coins people would toss as they walked past. That cloak was his security—his means of eking out a living. That cloak also was his security in another sense—it was a visible symbol of who he was and where he fit into society.

When Jesus called, Bartimaeus threw off his cloak in order to respond. Perhaps the cloak already was filled with coins from a day of begging. It didn’t matter. Bartimaeus threw it off. Gone was his old way of supporting himself. Gone was his old way of fitting into the society around him.

Bartimaeus also was willing to risk being vulnerable. Jesus asked him, “What do you want me to do for you?”

Should Bartimaeus play it safe and ask for something simple? Something not too miraculous? What if the answer to his request was “no”? Would he have a chance to ask for something else?

Bartimaeus didn’t play it safe. He made himself vulnerable by asking Jesus for what he wanted most: “My teacher, let me see again.”

What was it about Bartimaeus that enabled him to follow in faith?

Bartimaeus took risks. While Jesus’ disciples argued over who was the greatest, held back from asking the questions they had about Jesus’ message, and followed in fear, Bartimaeus took risks and followed in faith.

What about us? Are there risks we’re unwilling to take that would enable us to follow in faith?


Peb Jackson is one of those guys some might call a dare devil. He climbs mountains, bikes over treacherous terrain, and leads adventure groups.


He recalls a mountain-bike excursion in Colorado’s Cheyenne Canyon. A father and his thirteen-year-old son joined him. The father stuck to the center of the trail, aiming his cycle on the path with the fewest bumps. Although his son wasn’t an experienced rider, he chose a far different route. He veered off the trail, bounced over rocks and tree limbs, and ended up airborne more than once. His smile revealed that he knew the joy of exploring the unknown.


Will he still know that joy when he grows up?


Jackson says, “I’m not so sure. Society teaches us to secure a steady paycheck, to buy insurance, to invest in a retirement plan, to choose the path with the fewest bumps. By most people’s reckoning, those are prudent choices. The danger is when achieving security becomes our approach to every aspect of life. It’s easy to become trapped in our comfort zones. Soon we’re settling for mediocre marriages, for surface friendships, for passionless careers, for mundane lives. The sense of adventure is gone. And we realize we’re missing something, even if we’re not quite sure just what.”


Jackson contends that “when security trumps seeking,” we often miss out in one more area of life: the adventure of discovering God.


“Faith is so much more than sitting through a sermon each Sunday. It’s about realizing a relationship.”


Jackson says it may start with reading the Bible. It may progress to prayer, meditation, new conversations, new friendships, new ways and places to serve—and a changed life.


“We never know just where that pursuit will take us,” he adds. “It’s likely to be exciting, and quite possibly dangerous. It’s virtually guaranteed to make us uncomfortable. And it is ultimately the most satisfying and rewarding step we can take.”


He concludes: “I’ve found that deep faith isn’t possible without substantial risk, and that risk without faith eventually leads to emptiness. It takes a commitment to dare, risk, trust, and grow to find answers to the questions we all confront: Who or what is God? Why am I here? Do I have what it takes to fulfill my purpose? Am I capable of going where others fear to tread? Only our willingness to risk and believe enables us to discover the gifts God offers each of us: love, a sense of being fully alive, forgiveness, hope, and meaning.”

Are we willing to take that kind of risk? To risk asking our deepest questions of faith or sharing our deepest needs for healing or voicing our deepest hopes and dreams? Or are we afraid we might receive the kind of criticism that the crowd hurled at Bartimaeus?

Or perhaps we’re afraid of what taking such a risk might require of us.

Maybe we’re afraid to give up the things that symbolize our security. While none of us wears a beggar’s cloak, we all have something that symbolizes who we are to ourselves and to others. Maybe it’s the way we’ve always done things. Maybe it’s what we think others expect of us. Maybe it’s the roles we play in our families or at work or at church. Whatever it is, giving it up—even for the sake of faith—is frightening.

And then what about vulnerability? If Jesus asked each of us today, “What do you want me to do for you?”—would we be willing to risk naming the thing we want most? Naming our needs or our desires makes us vulnerable. It causes us to admit that we need someone or something beyond ourselves. It means risking possible rejection or possibly a life-altering answer to our request.

I’m becoming more and more convinced that each of us lives with some kind of wound. Some are wounds from long ago—wounds that have healed, but that have left a scar on our lives. Some are fresh wounds—wounds that hurt with an intensity that demands our attention. And then there are other wounds that we’ve picked up somewhere along the way. They’re not large gaping wounds, but at times they generate a dull, throbbing ache. Perhaps we’re aware of these wounds; but maybe we’ve grown so accustomed to them that we’re unaware of how they prevent us from living as freely and fully as we might otherwise.

I’m also becoming more and more convinced that we’re afraid to reveal these wounds to anyone else. We try to live as though we’re whole and healthy and happy. After all, as people of faith isn’t that what we’re supposed to be?

The problem is that we just can’t do it by ourselves. I can’t heal my own wounds anymore than you can heal yours. And so we live broken lives, hoping that no one else will notice.

But we don’t have to live that way. Jesus asks us—just as he asked Bartimaeus—“What do you want me to do for you?” And he waits for us to respond.

What is it that we want Jesus to do for us? What wounds do we need to turn over for his healing? What broken places do we need to offer up for his restoration?

This morning, let’s put aside our fear of vulnerability and offer our heart’s deepest needs and longings to God. I can’t name yours, but here are some of mine:

· I want to focus on the countless reasons to live joyfully and gratefully.

· I want to find peace about the broken relationships in my life.

· I want to listen for God’s voice above all of the other voices in my life.

· I want to be gentler with myself and with others.  

There’s one final thing about which I’m becoming more and more convinced: we must help each other name our wounds, our needs, our desires. If we’re to be the church, we can’t be like the people in the crowd who tried to silence Bartimaeus. No, if we’re truly to be the body of Christ, we must feel and respond to each wound.

Nick Wolterstorff—whose words about faith being a footbridge were our starting place this morning—reflected on how people responded to the wound of his son’s death:


“Some people are gifted with words of wisdom. For such, one is profoundly grateful. There were many such for us. But not all are gifted in that way. Some blurted out strange, inept things. That’s OK too. Your words don’t have to be wise. The heart that speaks is heard more than the words spoken. And if you can’t think of anything at all to say, just say, ‘I can’t think of anything to say. But I want you to know that we are with you in your grief.’


“Or even, just embrace. Not even the best of words can take away the pain. What words can do is testify that there is more than pain in our journey on earth to a new day. Of those things that are more, the greatest is love. Express your love. . . .


“Some say nothing because they find the topic too painful for themselves. They fear they will break down. So they put on a brave face and lid their feelings—never reflecting, I suppose, that this adds new pain to the sorrow of their suffering friends. Your tears are salve on our wound, your silence is salt.”

Bartimaeus experienced a miracle of healing. But he experienced something even greater—the miracle of faith. He risked what others might think. He risked all the changes that might take place in his life. He risked being vulnerable. He risked asking for what he wanted most. He risked letting faith take hold.

As Jesus calls us, may we be willing to risk whatever it takes to follow in faith. Amen.
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