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These past few weeks, our Gospel writer Mark has been treating us to a course in discipleship. We have seen, how we must face, and understand the cost of discipleship - how we can give to God and to others out of the gifts God has given us.

Today, Mark gives us a look at the other side of the coin. How we can also be disciples through our weaknesses, our afflictions, our handicaps and, above all, through our blindness.

Following on the heels of last Sunday’s Gospel about James and John and their maneuvering for first place, Mark tells the story of Bartimaeus, the blind man, calling out to Jesus to help him.  Our two friends in last week’s Gospel are good examples of the tendency in human nature to solve a feeling of uncertainty with a quick fix - a magical and instant solution.  But the blind man in today’s Gospel offers another scenario. This story touches something I think we all have experienced.

Have you ever felt out of it – out of the mainstream of what is going on around you – on the margins, feeling kind of lost? Well here is the situation of the blind Bartimaeus, sitting by the side of the road, hearing the din and the commotion, but only able to hear it, not able to see, and feeling out of it.  A very vulnerable place to be, depending on others to be his eyes, to tell him what is happening, who it is that is the center of attention. Imagine the feelings of alienation, frustration, and insecurity experienced by Bartimaeus. And he shouts out, “Jesus son of David have pity on me.”

And through all the commotion of the noisy crowd, Jesus hears him crying out and asks for him to be brought forward. And even though it was obvious that Bartimaeus was blind, Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?”

For our prayers to be answered, they must first be spoken. Through all the commotion and bustle of everyday living, we too might hear the shouts of those around us - desperate pleas for help. In the same way, we are called to answer the desperate pleas of our neighbors. This is what Mark is trying to tell us in this story.

As I was preparing this homily this past week, I also made time to watch the presentation on CNN entitled, “Latino in America.” Many of you know that my Deaconal service is now to the Migrant Ministry in Wayne County. I am blessed to still be invited to preach here in this parish once a month because of the generosity of Fr. Symon and Deacon Jim, both of whom could add their own stories about people in migration.  Being faithful to the gospel message is the pledge I made at my ordination, but I believe that I am called to speak it through the eyes of the ministry to which I am assigned. So, through today’s gospel, the wonderful CNN documentary, and the needs and problems of those that Lee and I work with, I decided to share with you some of these thoughts and reflections.

In a recent conversation with a parishioner who is involved with fruit farming locally, I remarked on how surprised and impressed I am to see the constant parade of farm trucks, heavily loaded with apples, that I see on the local roads, on their way to the processing plants.  She replied, “Well, Wayne County is the second largest producer of apples in the country.” I said, “I wonder just how many people here know that?” And her quick reply was, “I wonder how many care?” That reply will ring in my ears for a long time.

E-mails on the Internet continue to tell the stories of Border Patrol Officers invading places of business to check people’s documentation.  Recently, two Border Patrol Agents arrested a Latino who is a U.S. citizen in front of his wife and children claiming that he was “illegal.” They did not accept his NYS Driver’s License. The family thinks that this is a case of retaliation, as he and his uncle had just publicly complained that the Border Patrol agents were harassing them at their place of business.

This is only one of a steady stream of examples of how the migrant workers are prevented from finding a better life for themselves in our area. To tritely say that it’s the law seems to go against what Jesus did in this Gospel today - to first hear the cry of the needy and then find an answer to that plea. I guess you might say, “To do what Jesus would do.”

The late pope John Paul taught us that “The migrant’s irregular legal status cannot allow the migrant to lose his or her dignity, since they are endowed with inalienable rights, which can neither be violated nor ignored.”  John Paul insists, in other words, that migrant workers, even including migrants who are not properly documented are not our enemies.

Neither are they threats to our society or our economy.  

Nor are they terrorists.

No – instead migrant workers are children of God, just as we are. And their dignity flows from the same source our own dignity flows from: our creation by that loving God and by the additional fact that migrant workers are overwhelmingly Roman Catholic – which means that on any given Sunday they share with us equally in the Body and Blood of Christ.  Not to treasure them as brothers and sisters is to violate their inalienable rights, it is to turn one’s back on God’s commandment that we love one another.

The hard fact is, however, that in the climate of fear that governs our national life at the present time, migrant workers, because of their vulnerability as a social group, tend to bear the brunt of our anger and frustration with failed social and economic policies.  Migrant workers tend to mirror our fears, though in them the fear is expressed differently;  in them it is a fear of being caught in a roundup by federal immigration officials and of being deported. Splitting up families, total loss of income, a deepening indebtedness, and yes, a loss of dignity are just some of the effects of deportation

As you may know, the Hispanic Community of Our Lady of Guadalupe has now moved from sharing the space at the Church of the Epiphany, in Sodus, to the Church of St. Gregory, in Marion. The Diocese of Rochester made this site available to the community to become their own, and this has really helped the community realize that they do have at least a spiritual home here in Wayne County. Even some of the former parishioners of St. Gregory’s are commenting on how enlivened they are to be a part of this congregation.

Over the years, there has grown a few groups who are concerned with the supply of food, and other necessities for the migrants during their stay on the farms of the areas. Many of these are efforts of Catholic organizations, churches of other faiths and good-hearted people from the community.  

There is even a “Church Watch” group that maintains a vigil outside the church during services to ward off any intrusion by the Border Patrol or any other authorities that would disrupt the community’s time of worship. This was developed after a young man was arrested in front of the Church of the Epiphany as he was riding his bicycle to Mass on a Sunday.

So much of this story fits into today’s Gospel. The migrant workers and those who are trying to support them see in each other what Jesus saw in Bartimaeus.  Jesus reveals to us how God respects our lives and how God delights in our trust, that so often comes out in the form of our questions, unsureness, fear and  insecurity. Jesus takes us with our limitations, because it is in our weakness that we experience God’s love and strength.

While the eyes of faith saw in Jesus something important, Jesus also perceived in Bartimaeus one who was willing to go on a journey of faith. Jesus, in this healing, encouraged this man that he was of value. Through his concern and kindness he taught Bartimaeus that he was worthy of love and that he was, indeed, precious to God.

There is a significant ending to this Gospel story. Jesus tells the beggar who has persevered in his prayer, “Be on your way, your faith has healed you.” He receives his sight and goes go on his way. But whatever his way had been before, now it is different.

A number of years ago, when we visited Mexico with Fr. Bob Kreckel, we were impressed at how friendly the people were to us obvious Anglos. And as people-to-people, that is something that we all can do. Whenever we see Hispanic workers in the store, or even on the street, simply say “Hello” or  “Hola.” It’s a simple way to let them know that you appreciate their work here, which benefits all of us.

Today’s text says, “He started to follow him up the road.” But this is our story too – so in our Eucharist today, let’s ask Jesus 

for the courage to be his disciple, 

for the trust to cry out to him in prayer, 

for the commitment to hear the pleas of others and 

for the strength to follow Him down the road.
