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Bartimaeus’s Testimony and Ours
One of the slightly unnerving things about being a vicar in a part of Cambridge full of academics was that I had several New Testament scholars in my congregation at St Mark’s. Although I did my degrees in Theology, I didn’t specialise in New Testament studies – and anyway, I did those degrees a very long time ago! So having all those  Mew Testament experts in front of me in the pews on a Sunday morning was apt to make me nervous. But in fact, they were all very supportive, and I can also truly say that I have learnt from them. Not least was Professor Richard Bauckham, who retired to Cambridge from St Andrews, and thehn went on to write a fascinating and prize-winning book called   Jesus and the Eyewitnesses in which he put forward, with huge amounts of scholarly detail, a very striking thought about the Gospels and how they were written. It’s one of those ideas which, once you  hear it, suddenly seems blindingly obvious, though nobody seems to have thought of it before. 
This is what he argued: in the Gospel stories, it’s very noticeable that some people are mentioned by name, whereas others remain anonymous. Now, obviously, Pontius Pilate and Herod are mentioned by name – they were important public figures. And John the Baptist was someone who made his own very public  mark.  But what about the to much more ordinary, everyday  people whom Jesus met, and healed and taught? Why do we know Jairus’s name, and Zaccheus’s, but not the name of the rich young man who went away sad, because he couldn’t bear to give up his wealth?  Why do we know the name of Simon of Cyrene (and even of his sons), but not those of any of the women of Jerusalem who wept for Jesus? Why do we know the name of Bartimaeus, who received healing in today’s Gospel reading, but not of many other blind , sick, deaf or lame people whose stories are recounted by the Gospel writers?
Well – thi s  what Professor Bauckham proposes in his book: we know some people’s names specifically, because they went on to become active members of the early Christian community. They told their own story to their fellow believers,  and it was their own story which reached the Gospel pages – not someone else’s observation and memory of what they did or said or received on a specific occasion They weren’t anonymous sources for the Gospel Writers, but known ones who had gone on bearing witness verbally   in the community until the story had come to be written down. And, where their names are included, it’s at least partly because the Gospel Writers want us to know that they were handing on eye-witness accounts.

If you look closely at the stories of named people, some of them have that touch of extra vivid detail which is likely to have come from someone  sharing his or her own memories.Thus, today we heard  about how the crowd around him reacted when Bartimaeus started to shout,; they sternly told him to shut up. But then, how they changed their tune when it turned out that  Jesus was interested in him! ‘Take heart! ‘ they said, ‘Get up, he is calling you.’ (Mark10.49). You can almost hear the chuckle in Bartimaeus’s voice as he used to recount that bit, which I expect he did, many, many times! But also, that little detail about how he threw off his cloak when he sprang up and came to Jesus. –presumably he was  remembering that he left that valuable cloak (perhaps the only real possession he had)  behind  on the roadside,  and lost it, because immediately  he was healed, he followed Jesus on the way.
Only Mark’s Gospel gives us these little details, and only Mark’s Gospel gives us Bartimaeus’s name It could be, of course, because Mark was a very good story-teller, who could vividly imagine what happened; but it could equally be because either he, or Peter whose memories he was mainly recording in the Gospel, knew Bartimaues well in the early church community in Jerusalem, and had heard the story many times. And maybe he was writing down the story for other people who also knew Bartimaeus, or remembered him personally.
 ------
Well, all may be  interesting, but what might it say to us, apart from reassuring us that the Gospel stories are likely to be really true, because  many  of them came pretty directly  from eye-witnesses who were  intimately involved in the events at the time?
I think one of the things we learn from thinking about  Bartimaeus’s healing  in this way is about the power of people telling their own personal stories. In religious circles, we sometimes call this ‘people giving their testimonies’; and, if you’re like me, you’ll have found in your life that hearing from their own mouths  about how people have experienced God in their lives is one of the most arresting ways there can be for having your  faith kindled or strengthened. Of course, some people’s stories can be told so many times that they become a little bit embroidered, or  rather too polished along the way, so they don’t quite  ring quite true; or the story can end up being more about the person concerned ,than about God and what he’s done. Those are both things that can go wrong with personal testimony. But a simple story, clearly and vividly told in an unvarnished way,  really showing why someone’s convinced that God was at work for them, carries a lot of weight. And, even if you’re  talking to people who don’t believe in God at all, nobody can deny that something was your experience. A statement like, , ‘I was blind, but now I see’  is pretty undeniable– even if others might account for it in a different way from you.. So,  being able to tell your own story of how God has touched your life, whether in big ways or small, can be a good way to avoid sterile debates about doctrines and theoretical ideas (such as how can there be a good God when there’s so much evil in the world) if you’re ever trying to share your faith with someone  else. (which I hope you do try to do, when the opportunity arises).
A second thing we might learn from thinking about Bartimaeus’s   story is just how far a bit of personal experience can go. We  can legitimately suppose that it was recounted  first -hand  in a community whose members had pretty much all had personal experience of Jesus in the flesh, and loved to hear it from each other. That community grew  as the apostle’s preaching at Pentecost brought in lots of new people, who would also be interested to  hear the story. Then, maybe, it was told by Peter to Mark  (Peter remembering the event himself,  because he was standing close to Jesus when the blind man was led up to him – but he was happy to pass on, too, the vivid details about what happened which must have come from Bartimaeus’s personal memories);. Next,  Mark committed it to writing, and from him the authors of Matthew and Luke’s Gospels  picked it up - but they didn’t include quite so much detail, nor Bartimaeus’s name, perhaps because they  and their communities  didn’t know him personally. And from the Gospels,  the story has  gone out into all the world, and is being told afresh to us right here today. Yes, personal stories can spread a long way and reverberate over many years.
And thirdly we can learn that, when we’re dealing with how God acts in people’s lives, things can have a meaning over and beyond the simple events themselves. Bartimaeus had his life-changing encounter with Jesus when our Lord and his disciples were on their way to Jerusalem. Repeatedly, Jesus had tried to tell his followers that he was going to suffer and to die, but they refused to take  it in. Even when he told them that if they followed him, they too would have to take up their crosses and suffer, too, they were blind to the meaning of that. They just didn’t want to see the implications – which is why James and John had only just been asking Jesus about having special seats of honour in his kingdom. And then, along comes Bartimaeus, and when Jesus asks him, ‘’What do you want me to do for you?’ (Mark 10.51)he says that obvious ting ‘Master, let me receive  my sight’  (Mark 10.52), andi t’s really quite a  devastating critique  of the disciples, because isn’t that just what they should have been asking for, all the time? Shouldn’t they have been asking for their spiritual blindness to be healed, instead of arguing about who was the most  importan?  So Bartimaeus was a kind of living parable for them. And an, in a similar way,  he can still teach us what we should be asking for., as well as telling us to leave our cloaks behind, if we have to.
And, here’s my last thought about the eyewitness testimony of Bartimaeus: it’s short. It doesn’t tell his whole story. It ends with him following Jesus on the way - which must mean he went up to Jerusalem, and witnessed the events of the first Palm Sunday, and perhaps some of the terrible events of Jesus’ Passion. He may have heard quite quickly about Jesus’ resurrection, after it had happened if he’d joied up with the wider group of disciples; he may have had a whole new life in the embryo church in Jerusalem – life with a new set of brothers and sisters. Perhaps he was present at  the exciting events of Pentecost. We just don’t know.

Now it could be, of course, that whenever he got the opportunity to talk about the effect of Jesus on his life, Bartimaeus  was only too ready to talk about all of that, and more. Some of us may have heard Christians who, when they give a personal testimony, want to tell you everything, and it goes on a bit too long, and becomes that much less effective along the way!  Less really can be more  !But it’s equally possible that Bartimaeus knew how to tell just the short  and vivid story of the most important event in his life, and then stop there. And, if he didn’t know how to stop there, Mark did the job for him, and chose not to give us all the sequel!
So, where does this leave the rest of us? It leaves us with the wonderful gift of a story we can more or less imagine ourselves into. We can get a feel of what it was like for Bartimaeus to meet Jesus, and have such a wonderful thing happen to him. And that can feed our wonder and our devotion a s we come before Christ  for ourselves. But we can also reflect on our own stories – what it is that has drawn us to Jesus, what it is that has kept us in faith when we were threatened by doubt; what the prayers are that we feel have been answered, what the moments we can look back on  and say, ‘yes, he guided me, or challenged, or comforted  me then’.  Maybe something has been healed in our lives  because we had faith – it might not have been a physical thing, as it was for Bartimaeus, but it could have been an emotional wound , or a relationship which was set back on the right track. Perhaps we went through a period of some kind of darkness, and then light dawned,, whether suddenly or gradually….
I’m sure most of us have at least one story, be it ever so short, which says something about God  at work in our lives. It does no harm to bring those stories to mind, and to prepare ourselves to tell them – not by over-polishing or embroidering them, but simply by holding them in mind  as treasures we feel ready to share.

This is what is  to give witness, as Bartimaeus did, and we can never know how far our witness may go, or the effects it may have. So, as the bystanders said to Bartimaeus, (but with a slightly different meaning), here’s a message for us as Christian witnesses: ‘Take heart;   stand up, he is calling you.’
