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A Homily by                              “What do you want me to do for you?” 

The Reverend Jo Popham        Twenty-Second Sunday after Pentecost B 

October 24, 2021 

Mark 10:46-52 

 

His name was John. He frequented the corner of H and 16th Street where St. John’s 

Episcopal Church at Lafayette Square sits in Washington, DC. It is known as the 

President’s Church because many presidents have worshipped there it being just a block 

from the White House. Each hand-stitched kneeler there bears the name of a President. 

President Bush, Sr. and Barbara Bush were Episcopalians and worshipped there when 

they were in the capitol. When they are at Kennebunport South – Boca Grande, they 

worship at St. Andrew’s where a dear friend is rector.  

We often worshipped at St. John’s during the week for their noontime Eucharist 

service, and we met John a number of times on his corner. John never asked for money, 

but many offered him food and cash. Yes, he was homeless. And he was willing to tell 

his story to passers-by. He was an engineer with his masters degree who had lost his job, 

his home, his family, his everything, except his faith. He asked people to pray for him as 

they went into services. One Sunday, he asked the senior President Bush to pray for him. 

The President invited him to come in and sit with him and pray for himself, and the 

President asked John to pray for him. Together they went into St. John’s to pray and 

worship and partake of holy food. That is how John became a member of St. John’s, 

faithfully worshipping at the 8 o’clock Sunday service every week. After many years 

when John’s health was declining, his friends at St. John’s asked him what they could do 

for him. His main concern was about being a burden when he died. He knew where his 

funeral would be held, but he was concerned about his final resting place. He knew that 

every year there were 1000 or more unclaimed remains of the poor and the unknown in 

DC and the surrounding areas of Virginia and Maryland. When John died – when he 

entered into a closer relationship with our Lord – the people of St. John’s gathered 

together and paid the funeral home and planned his service which was standing room 

only. And the parish also was able to get a variance from the DC ordinance that did not 
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allow for any more burials in the inner city churchyard. So in death John resides at St. 

John’s near his favorite corner. 

Every day Bartimaeus had made his way to “his spot” on the road from Jericho to 

Jerusalem – like John’s corner at Lafayette Square in front of the Presidents’ Church. The 

other panhandlers always saved Bartimaeus’s place by the roadside. Then be would 

carefully spread out his cloak to catch the coins that travelers might throw his way. 

Sometimes he would call out to passers-by when he heard their footsteps. But that day, 

when Bartimaeus heard that Jesus of Nazareth was coming, he called out: “Jesus, Son of 

David, have mercy on me!” Now, up until this point, only Peter and demons had 

recognized Jesus’s true identity. The disciples tried to quiet Bartemaeus, but again he 

called out: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” When Jesus asked him: “What do 

you want me to do for you?” it was a rhetorical question to be sure, because Jesus already 

knew that Bartemaeus recognized who he was and what Jesus could teach him. 

Bartemaeus had not always been blind, for he answered: “My teacher, let me see again.” 

We do not know the cause of Bartemaeus’s blindness, but whatever the cause, there was 

a miracle that day on the road to Jerusalem. I think it was a threefold miracle, maybe 

more. Bartemaeus, even with limited sight or none at all, saw Jesus’s true nature – his 

kingly authority, and his sight was restored, and he took on the cloak of a new vocation 

as a follower of Christ. But there were bonus miracles that day: the disciples saw through 

Bartemaeus’s eyes; they had their eyes opened by Jesus’s encounter with Bartemaeus. 

The two Zebedee brothers had sought status in the Kingdom of God, but Bartemaeus 

came to Jesus in humility. And he experienced Jesus’s healing power because he had 

faith that day on the road from Jericho to Jerusalem. 

Jesus and the disciples and a large entourage of followers were going “up” to 

Jerusalem from Jericho. According to the Jewish historian Josephus (AD 37-93) traveling 

from Jericho to Jerusalem was indeed an uphill trek. Jericho was at 825 feet below sea 

level. Jerusalem was 2500 feet above sea level. While Jerusalem was to the southwest, 

travelers, merchants, pilgrims, and soldiers went up to go down to Jerusalem. The 1st 
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century road was about 18 miles long. The climate change from Jericho to Jerusalem was 

dramatic. And there was always the threat of bandits along this treacherous road. All in 

all it was a dangerous journey. But Jesus was ready for his ministry to continue in 

Jerusalem. Bartemaeus had announced that the son of King David – the anointed one – 

was on his way, and he joined Jesus. Onward and upward they went – towards glory. 

Bartimaeus, the blind beggar cried out to Jesus for mercy and healing. He was not 

afraid to ask for what he needed. Jesus heard his cries of faith and healed him. And 

Bartimaeus became a follower of our Lord. John and Bartimaeus were both deeply aware 

of God’s mercy. Jesus asked blind Bartimeaus: “What do you want me to do for you?” 

The good people of St. John’s asked John: “What can we do for you?” They both were 

unafraid to ask for God to provide what they needed. And, my friends, both John and 

Bartimaeus were so very grateful for God’s generousity.  

For the ancient travelers on the road from Jericho, Jerusalem was all important. What 

happens on a journey is what is formative. Bartemaeus cast off the cloak of his old life on 

the road, and along with the disciples, they all took on new vocations along the way. The 

disciples must have seen through Bartemaeus’s eyes because of his great faith that day on 

the way to Jerusalem. I wonder, can faith make us see more clearly? Yes, that was 

another rhetorical question. It is my prayer that we too may see through Bartemaeus’s 

eyes – that we cast off whatever blindness is keeping us from developing our faith – cast 

it off like an old cloak.  

My friends, what do we want Jesus to do for us?  

Do we want to follow Jesus on the way, as Bartemaeus did once he could see clearly?  

Can we trust God to provide for all our needs? All we have to do is ask; we only need 

to be bold and cry out to God when we are in need. And the God of generousity will 

provide for all our needs.  

I wonder, aren’t we all like John on the corner near the White House and blind 

Bartimeus on the road to Jerusalem, people who seized the opportunity when hope 
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walked by? But we are unlike many of our peers in this 21st century society this weekend. 

We are in church. Those who are not here could well be calling our for kindness, for 

mercy, for love as Bartimaeus did, for mercy as John in DC did. Do those who are not 

here need their eyes opened so that they can folllow the Lord, as we do? 

What has been holding us back from reaching out to our friends here in Destin? In our 

busy-ness can’t we stop as Jesus did, and remind those who might be suffering some sort 

of blindness that God loves them – can’t we stop and pause, if but for a moment, so that 

others’ eyes might be opened and cast off whatever is binding them to join us along the 

way to help others to see as well. The Church and this church, weren’t we not so long ago 

just a community of blind people seeking clarity of sight ourselves? And didn’t we find 

that clarity so that we might in turn help our brothers and sisters see. We too were once 

blind, but now we see. 

Lord, may it be so.  Amen. 


