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You pull off the freeway, slow down to the light at the top of the exit ramp.  And there he is,
just outside your driver-side window.  Hand-scrawled beat-up cardboard sign held waist-high with but
one word on it:  “Hungry.”  Do I have any loose change?  Why doesn’t he get a job?  Why doesn’t
somebody drive these beggars away?  So you grip the steering wheel tight, staring straight ahead,
urging the light to change.  Why can’t he leave me alone?  Why can’t they just shut up?  And you hear
the echo, from the crowd swirling around Jesus.  But, of course, the beggar just shouted all the louder. 
They always do, don’t they?

Well, look around, they’re all over the place, right?  Seems like they’ve sprouted like weeds
these days.  On our trip to Vermont last summer, as my brother Jack’s truck approached an intersection
near Rutland, we saw a person holding one of those signs on the narrow concrete median strip by the
stoplight.  Jack said, “that’s new.  You never saw somebody at this intersection before.”  Why?  Where
do they come from?  Oh, they were there before, but this pandemic has been rough on folks.  What
do I do when two of the three jobs I was holding down just vanished?  Places closed down. 
Sometimes just went out of business completely.  So I couldn’t pay doctor bills anymore when the kids
got sick.  Couldn’t buy the groceries like I used to.  And rent?  Not a prayer.  So husbands and wives
tag-team the solicitation, holding that cardboard sign.  For the kids.  A racket, to make money the lazy
way?  Sponge off the soft-hearted?  Sometimes, maybe.  But no, not anymore, not for most folks. 
“Now hiring” signs peer from restaurant windows, true.  But Joey Holz, a worker in Florida, applied
to 60 entry-level jobs last September.  “By the end of September, Holz had sent out 60 applications,
received 16 email responses, four follow-up phone calls, and [precisely one] interview.”  He said:  “I
didn’t apply for anything that required a degree.  I didn’t apply for anything that said ‘must have six
months experience in this thing.’”  Others have also spoken out about their troubles finding work,
despite the seemingly tight labor market.  Why are they all over the place, holding their cardboard
signs?  Yes, it does not seem to be that folks just wanted to rest easy on the expanded unemployment
benefits.  Holz applied for jobs “mostly at employers vocal about a lack of workers.”  And his one
interview?  The construction company “advertised a full-time job focused on site cleanup paying $10
an hour.”  But instead, he says, they “tried to offer Florida’s minimum wage of $8.65 to start, even
though the wage was scheduled to increase to $10 an hour on September 30.  In a Facebook post on
September 29, which went viral on Twitter and Reddit as well, Holz said, “58 applications says y’all
aren’t desperate for workers, you just miss your slaves.”(1)  Why are they all over the place holding
their signs?  Not because they’re lazy.  But because there’s something more deeply wrong these days.

So what did Jesus do when Bart hollered out at Him?  He stopped, looked, and listened.  The
Son of David called this son of Timaeus.  But first, notice what He did not do.  Jesus did not perform
any sort of means-testing before offering help.  He did not create a work requirement in order to
receive aid.  He did not say, “you’re just faking it in order to get something for nothing, to laze around
and sponge off other people.”  He did not say, “get up off your south pole and get a job!”  He did not
say, “Read the Bible, get your doctrine straight, then we’ll talk.”  What did He say?  He said:  “what
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do you want me to do for you?”  Period.  And trusted that Bart would give him a true answer.  Listened
first.  Took the time to pay close attention to him.  Saw him as a full person, not some parasite on
society, not a “poor cripple,” not a “giving opportunity.”  Interacted with this person who was doing
what he could to survive.  Because society rejected him.  (Oh, yes, He also healed Bart’s blindness.) 
Your faith has made you well.  Your stick-to-it, not-gonna-stop, shout-out-loud, I-want-to-see,
tenacious faith in blessed Teacher.  Jesus saw his faith.  Because He took the time to take Bart
seriously.  As a human being beloved by God.  He stopped, looked, and listened.

Oh, what a lovely story!  Healing!  Overcoming obstacles.  Good old Jesus does it again.  You
know, it just does my ticker good to know that Jesus will stop for anyone.  Never too busy.  Ah, if only
everyone was like that, right?  What we don’t see is the tragedy in this story.  Tragedy?  Oh, yes.  In
this story, the formerly blind guy is the only one who gets it.  Understands what’s going on. 
Everybody else crowding around is just watching from the bleachers.  First they try to shut the guy up. 
You’re no good, don’t bother this busy teacher, you don’t deserve his attention, don’t step out of your
place, shut up.  Then, when Jesus calls to him, they turn on a dime, and now they are the world’s
biggest cheering squad.  Get up!  Get going!  He’s calling you, you lucky duck!  So quickly they turn,
like a flock of birds wheeling with the prevailing wind.  What they never do, though, is — follow
Jesus.  Like that blind guy does, who sees what they do not.  How many times, how many times do we
simply warm our hands in the fire of somebody else’s faith?  What Jesus wants is those who will
follow his actions, into the heat of the struggle.  To notice the untouchables in life.  Not cheerleaders.

So, what happens when we do?  If we take the dare?  What would that look like?  If we took
the time to notice the Bartimaeus at the top of the exit ramp?  Well, cash is a good start, of course. 
But, well, what if it’s all just a scam?  Well, how about this:  fix up your own sack lunch, keep a
couple in your car.  Hand it out if you’re on the light rail.  Peanut butter crackers, vienna sausages,
bottle of water, chips, snack bar, napkin.  Something non-perishable.  And what if you actually had
a conversation with that woman on the corner?  Heck, the light’s red anyway.  “I’m Bob, I’m
Veronica:  life is hard these days, and I want to do what I can to help.”  So maybe you lovingly place
in their hand one of the sheets we cleverly gave you as you came in this morning.  With information
on where to get emergency help, food, rent, job training nearby.  Open the door to help them build a
new life.  Treat them like a person who wants to help themselves.  That’s a good start.  But how can
we undo the problems?  More than just one thumb in a shaky dike?  Pick your issue, and call up your
legislator.  Remind them of what humane policies look like in this dry-gulch era of name-calling. 
Affordable housing.  Affordable healthcare.  Funding for schools.  Job training.  Childcare for working
parents.  A living wage.  We can harness the power of Jesus to heal the causes of the problems, to
move that woman from the top of the exit ramp, to her own house, working a decent job, being able
to help somebody else.  And move us from the bleachers, applauding Jesus, to down onto the playing
field, working with Him.  To create God’s new normal.  What happens when we step out in faith?  We
will hear:  “your faith has made all of us a bit more well.”  Amen.
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