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On this Martin Luther King weekend, one in which we recall the legacy of the great civil rights leader, we’re going to investigate one of the earliest civil rights cases on record- one that just happens to be our scripture lesson for this morning.  There was a period not too long ago when in the South it was expected of all Afro-Americans to “move to the back of the bus” so that white people could have the more privileged seating closer to the front.  Well this morning we’re going to investigate what happened when a blind beggar named Bartimaeus—a social outcast blessed with only great determination and a big voice—was asked to shut up, sit down, and “move to the back of the crowd” as Jesus was passing by.  
Here in Luke, we find Jesus on his final journey- one which will culminate in his entrance into Jerusalem on an ass.  However, along the way, he passes through the ancient city of Jericho—sometimes referred to as “the oldest city in the world”--where he encounters a blind beggar.  Next to being a leper, blindness was the most difficult disability there was.  It consigned one to the lowest rung on the social stratum and it forced him to earn a living the only way he COULD- by begging.  Further, we are informed that Jesus encounters him at the place where all beggars and similar outcasts were relegated to in that day- at the outskirts of the city.  Hence, we are presented with a poor marginalized figure whose life was confined to the periphery of the city and where, amid all the insults and abuses that were generally heaped upon beggars, he was forced to plead for whatever scraps of kindness people might offer him.  
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According to Luke, although he can't SEE anything, he can HEAR a great commotion in the distance advancing in his direction.  When he inquires what is happening, he is told that Jesus of Nazareth is passing by.  Doubtless, he had heard OTHERS speak of him as Jesus's reputation had grown far and wide over the previous three and a half years.  He was regarded as a great teacher with advanced wisdom, one who could cast out demons, cleanse the lepers, make the lame walk, and enable the blind to see.  Some said that he could even raise the dead.  What’s more, he’s heard that this Jesus is incredibly kind and generous and drawn to persons much like himself.  Other than affording Bartimaeus some hope, he isn't sure Jesus CAN do anything for him.  However, this beggar is willing to receive ANYTHING- ANY act of kindness, ANY scrap of mercy and pity Jesus would toss his way.  Thus he cries out in a loud voice, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" 
Because Bartimaeus is blind and a beggar and therefore largely considered a non-person, he is easily shoved into the back of the throng.  His presence is obscured by those much LARGER and more POWERFUL than him.  It seems the only way he will ever reach Jesus is with his voice- it is the only thing he HAS.  But when he TRIES to use it, those in front of him, those blocking his way, protest.  They tell him to quit making a spectacle of himself, that he must SHUT UP, SIT DOWN, and GET BEHIND EVERYONE ELSE, that it’s his place to STAY IN THE BACK OF THE CROWD where he can be as unobtrusive as possible. 
You see, in their OWN blindness, those in the crowd fail to recognize that it is for persons such as Bartimaeus here that Jesus has come in the FIRST place.  Rather than acquiescing to the demands of the crowd and quietly retreating to the rear, he REFUSES to shut up and instead cries out even LOUDER, "Jesus, Son of David, PLEASE have mercy on me!"  It seems the more they try to muzzle him, the LOUDER he calls out.  After all, he has nothing to lose ANYWAY.  The only question is whether amid all the noise and raucous activity of this procession, Jesus will be able to hear him?  

As the parade wends itself towards the town, Jesus suddenly stops, perceiving something that nobody ELSE seems able to.  Inquiring who it is that is calling to him, his followers haven't a clue because EVERYONE seems to be calling out to him, grasping for his attention.  But Jesus doesn’t hear all the others- he only hears this one solitary voice.  Commanding this caller to be brought to him, his disciples reluctantly and with great difficulty locate the man.  Eventually, they are able to present him to Jesus who then inquires of him, "What do you want me to do for you?"  For the first time in his life, someone has addressed him as a human being, as one deserving of dignity and respect.  "Lord,” he says, “let me receive my sight."  No longer is he “Jesus, son of David” but now Bartimaeus addresses him as LORD!  Jesus's response is, "Receive your sight; your faith has made you well."  All at once, he found himself healed of his blindness.  However, his healing went well beyond just receiving his sight.  MORE importantly, Jesus had made him a PERSON, a HUMAN BEING once again- the MOST IMPORTANT kind of cure ANYONE can receive!
Now this story concerns much more than a blind beggar who after an encounter with Jesus suddenly gains his sight.  It serves as a parable about OURSELVES, showing us how though being able to see, we can yet remain blind- blind to what is right and true, with the loss of  our “moral” vision being the worst sort of blindness one can possibly have.  This is a condition that afflicts us when we CHOOSE to remain ignorant for reasons of fear or moral complacency.  Take for instance the case of Edgar Ray Killen.  In 2005, Killen, a racial segregationist AND PART-TIME PREACHER, was convicted of manslaughter for masterminding the 1964 slayings of civil rights workers Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and Andrew Goodman.  Those three names have been etched into history for one of the most shameful atrocities of the Civil Rights era.  His conviction came forty-one years to the day after the three were mobbed and killed by Ku Klux Klansmen.  Hence, the same man who on Sunday mornings would ascend a Christian pulpit to proclaim the wondrous love of Jesus could on MONDAY night plot the murders of three young men whose ONLY crime had been to help register black voters in the state.  In other words, one may think of oneself as a good Christian and EVEN WORK AS A MINISTER OF THE GOSPEL and yet be every bit as blind and lost as to what is right and true and good as the religious leaders of Jesus’ own day were.
But in such instances, God will often raise up a blind Bartimaeus to teach us how to see again- someone who when Jesus was passing by REFUSES to be kept down, REFUSES to keep quiet, REFUSES to have his or her identity and dignity stripped from him by others.  By now, we're all familiar with the story of Rosa Parks and the courage she showed more than a half century ago when she "stood up" to racial injustice in Montgomery, Alabama by "sitting down" in that bus seat and STAYING seated.  Well, hers is one of MANY such tales of outrage and defiance by members of a subclass who felt tired and abused and vowed they weren't going to take it any more.
Six years ago, federal authorities exhumed the body of Emmett Till, a fourteen year-old Afro-American boy murdered more than a half century ago in Mississippi.  Till, who at the time was visiting relatives from his hometown of Chicago, made the innocent mistake of whistling at a white woman in a small country convenience store.  That simple mistake would cost him his life.  In the dead of night, two white men dragged him from his bed, beat him senseless, shot him through the head, and then threw his weighted body into the Tallahatchie River.  The story might have ended there like so many other lynchings in the South had it not been for the extraordinary decision made by MAMIE TILL, Emmett's mother.  At the urging of civil rights leaders, Mrs. Till decided to leave the casket open at her son's funeral.  She told the mortician not to "fix" her son's face, or at least what was left of it.  "I want the WHOLE WORLD to see what those men did to my little boy!" she cried.

For four long days, tens of thousands of people viewed Emmett Till's body as it lay on display in a church on Chicago's South Side.  Gruesome photos of his maimed and distorted face flooded the national and international press.  For the first time, America was shocked out of her comfortable complacency over the treatment of Afro-Americans in this country.  People now knew that if change was ever going to come, they would have to put THEMSELVES on the line. Till's murder was a catalyst that gave ordinary black people not just COURAGE but instilled them with a sense of ANGER- ANGER at white supremacy and ANGER at a justice system which would eventually exonerate the two men who had committed the deed even though they bragged about it afterward in an interview for LOOK magazine.  That anger would shortly be transformed into a stirring social crusade we now know as the Civil Rights Movement.  But it all began with the courageous act of a grieving mother who refused to be quieted, one who in the name of justice raised the ONLY thing she had at her disposal- her VOICE. 
In 1962, Fanny Lou Hamer, the youngest of twenty children born to sharecropper parents, tried to register to vote in Mississippi.  At that time, the threat of organized racist violence along with unfair literacy requirements made voting IMPOSSIBLE for most blacks in that state.  Three times she attempted to register and each time she was denied until one day, she finally succeeded. A few months later, she was arrested for being an "agitator" and brutally beaten by two black prison inmates on orders from white police officers.  The painful effects of that severe beating never left her.  The Justice Department later filed charges against the officials but the men were acquitted by an all-white jury.  
Two years later, in 1964, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party was organized in that state as an alternative to the regular Democratic party which then excluded blacks.  Although the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party got more votes than the REGULAR Democratic party, they were refused seating privileges at the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City.  Hamer spoke on behalf of the Freedom delegation and described her beating before the entire convention, asking, "Is this America, the land of the free and the home of the brave, where we are threatened daily because we want to live as decent human beings?"  When the Democratic Party offered to seat only TWO of her party’s delegates, Hamer said, "We didn't come all this way for no two seats when all of us is tired."  If the challengers were not seated, she told a national television audience, "I question America."
President Lyndon Johnson refused to support the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party because he was afraid of losing white southern support and so the delegation was not seated.  However, Fannie Lou Hamer's moving testimony had earned her support from all over the nation and was largely responsible for the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965--the most important piece of civil rights legislation in the past half century--making it illegal to deny ANY U.S. citizen the right to vote.
On Good Friday in 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King along with 53 other Afro-Americans were arrested for marching peacefully into downtown Birmingham to protest its racist segregation laws.  Some months earlier, eight prominent Alabama clergymen—all white liberal pastors—had written a letter calling upon King to allow the battle for integration to take place solely in the local and federal courts, warning him that his nonviolent resistance would have the effect of inciting civil disturbances.  They called him an “outside agitator” who causes trouble in the streets of Birmingham.  There were essentially asking him to sit down and shut up, to just trust a justice system that for TOO LONG had denied them their dignity and their rights.  
It saddened King that he was being rebuked by good persons who had never risked THEMSELVES to stand with him and his people when they were being bombed and stabbed and arrested.  He felt that the Church was once again skirting its responsibilities to the African American people by hiding behind what he called “the anesthetizing security of stained-glass windows.”  In response to THEIR letter, he penned his OWN- his famous “Letter from Birmingham City Jail.”  He wanted these Christian ministers to see that the meaning of Christian discipleship lay at the heart of the African American struggle for freedom, justice, and equality.  His own experience had taught him that the request to “wait” almost always meant “never” and that they had had to wait for these God-given rights long ENOUGH, saying “Justice too long delayed is justice denied.”  As he explained, “Past promises have been broken by the politicians and merchants of Birmingham and NOW is the time to fulfill the natural right of all people to be treated equal.”  You see, Dr. King fervently believed that if they WERE created equal by their Creator as the Declaration of Independence had asserted, then ALL persons were brothers and sisters under the skin as well as in the sight of the law.  And as these fundamental rights had been endowed upon all persons solely by God and no man or human institution, they could NEVER be conferred, abridged, or taken away by ANYONE- NOT by any one individual, NOT by any court decision, and certainly NOT by any state or federal government.  His letter, appearing in the Birmingham newspaper, marked the turning point of the Civil Rights movement and provided enduring inspiration to the struggle for racial equality in our country.

Now friends, if I seem overly-passionate about this issue it is not just because I served predominantly Afro-American and immigrant congregations in and around Newark, N.J. for a decade but it is because those parishioners taught me something their faith and their history had taught THEM- an education one would never find in any seminary class.  They said, "David, we refuse to let ANYONE ever tell us that we're worthless and no good, to TELL us to sit down and shut up, to ORDER us to be quiet and to know our place for bigger and stronger and richer and more powerful people have been saying that to smaller and weaker and poorer people far too long.  We won’t EVER be afraid to STAND UP AND SPEAK OUT AND CLAIM WHAT IS RIGHTFULLY OURS!  We want our voices to be HEARD, David, because GOD AND JUSTICE is on our side!" 
Well that’s precisely what we learn from our scripture text this morning, that Christ and justice is ALWAYS on our side, that NO ONE ever has to remain blind or powerless so long as Jesus is passing by.  For all those who may be gay or lesbian and have been told they’re terrible sinners for simply loving another person of the same sex; for all those who suffer from disabilities which compel people to point and stare wherever they go; for all who may be Muslim or simply of Middle Eastern descent whom others may irrationally suspect as having terrorist ties; for every African-American who is denied housing or a job simply due to the color of his skin; for all those women who are told their place is in the home or are repeatedly denied advancement at their jobs because a glass ceiling is in place, believe me when I say that they have an advocate in Jesus Christ.  For in spite of all the barriers and interference others may throw up in their way, they STILL have a voice, and if they muster the courage to call out to him as he passes by--and passing by he IS every moment of every day--they can be assured that their voice WILL be heard with the result that they will be marginalized and forgotten no more.  Amen and amen.
