
Homily for December 3rd., 2017 

Blind Bartimaeus:  

One of the things I love about the Nativity season is that for a 

very brief period of time, Orthodoxy comes close to making sense 

to almost everyone - in a language beyond words. Things we may 

struggle to explain about our faith during the other eleven months 

of the year, have a way of coming together in an effortless manner 

during the Nativity season. Somehow, it all just makes sense. 

Take icons, for example. At the Christmas season, all 

Christians, not only Catholics, and Orthodox, but also most 

Protestant believers understand why it is not just permissible, but 

even “appropriate” to depict the Virgin Mary holding the Christ 

Child. It’s fine to a put beautiful gold halo behind Christ. No one 

shouts “Thou shalt make no graven images!” No, that would be 

Him on the right on our iconostasis – the Word made flesh for us 

and for our salvation.  

It’s even acceptable to put a halo behind the Theotokos. No 

one cries: “Mary was no different than any other woman – God 

just pulled her out of the crowd and said ‘Hey you over there. 

What’s your name? I’ve got a job for you.’” How could the Holy 

Tabernacle of God – the dwelling place of infinity, be looked upon 

in such a crass manner? She carried the Eternal Word in her womb. 

Held Him in her arms and nursed him at her breast. Deep down 



inside, I think everyone understands this – especially at this Holy 

Season. She was God’s chosen vessel. As she herself proclaimed: 

“henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.” (Luke 1:48)  

That’s pretty much what every Christian does at this holy 

season. We Orthodox do that all year long! 

Not only does such imagery become “acceptable” during the 

Christmas season, it even becomes fashionable. Millions of dollars 

are spent every year, purchasing such images and sending them out 

to friends and family in the form of Christmas cards. I’m not sure 

everyone would want to call them “icons” (Ok, I’m sure some 

folks would definitely NOT want to call them icons!). And from an 

Orthodox perspective, most of them AREN’T really icons in the 

technical sense of the word.  

But as I said, the inner meaning somehow shines forth more 

brightly during this season. We could photograph one of our icons 

here at church, turn it into a Christmas card, and it would pass 

through the Christmas security check point with flying colors.  

Another point of continuity during this season is music and 

hymnology. If we listen carefully to the music in the shopping mall 

or lilting up from the radio on Christmas morning, that same 

evangelistic proclamation pours out of every speaker.  

Yes, it is often hard to discern that message in the midst of all 

the sanitized / secularized fluff that is out there. It is even harder to 



extricate from the Wall Street adaptations that repurpose holy and 

sacred Christmas carols, turning them into garish, dollar driven 

advertising ditties. Who doesn’t cringe at hearing Handel’s 

“Halleluiah Chorus” crudely twisted into a catchy jingle designed 

to coax us back out to the Mall for one last “not to be missed” sale.  

But still, even with all of this . . . the words are there. 

Irrepressible. Unquenchable. Enduring. Powerful. The Light shines 

in the darkness, and it cannot be quenched. Even non-Christians, 

lapsed Christians, and more than a few atheists find themselves 

singing along on Christmas morning with words which speak of 

profound Christian reality. 

Some of the greatest theology of all time – much of it based 

on hymnology going back to the ancient times of our faith – can be 

found in the Christmas carols we sing every year. 

The titles alone are enough to call up memories from those 

deep fountains of the soul. O Come “O Come Emmanuel.” “O 

Come all Ye Faithful”. Joy to the world. “What Child is this?” 

“Hark the Herald Angels Sing.”  

And lastly – and this is one of my favorite parts – there is that 

subliminal, anti-establishment, downright subversive Christian 

messaging hidden deep inside features of Christmas traditions 

which are warmly ushered into even the most politically correct 

environments. Like a sacred Trojan Horse, holy customs and 



traditions whose message would be stridently rejected undisguised 

are given “security clearance” during this season, and readily 

invited into schoolrooms, office buildings, and even the White 

House. Things like . . . Christmas Trees, Saint Nicholas, Gift 

Giving, Celebrating the Twelve Days, etc. are considered “safe” 

since they “don’t have anything to do with Christianity.”  

It reminds me of that scene from A Christmas Carol where 

the Ghost of Christmas present goes from place to place, bringing 

joy and light to remote and distant places. “How the Ghost 

exulted!” writes Dickens. “How it bared its breadth of breast, and 

opened its capacious palm, and floated on, outpouring, with a 

generous hand, its bright and harmless mirth on everything within 

its reach!”   Even though those he visits don’t actually see him, 

they feel his presence and are warmed and cheered by the 

Christmas joy he brings. 

Come Let us Worship! 

 In previous Advent seasons, I have devoted a great deal of 

time trying to define what Christmas is NOT. (e.g. The Twelve 

Days of Christmas are NOT the twelve shopping days before 

Christmas. Sebastian Cabot is NOT the real Saint Nicholas, even 

though he portrayed him in “The Miracle on 34th. Street”, Advent 

is NOT about celebration, but a time of preparation., Etc.  



This year, I am NOT going to do any of that. Enough said. I 

am afraid that sometimes we Christians (OK – including yours’ 

truly!) can get so caught up trying to defend “Traditional 

Christmas”, that we fail to understand its message ourselves. How 

many of those who  are incensed about the forced removal of a 

crèche scene at the courthouse will find themselves at Church on 

Christmas morning, celebrating the incarnation of the newborn 

Christ? (By the way, there’s another Trojan Horse. CHRISTMAS. 

The word means “Christ Mass”. “Mass” is the Latin way of saying 

“Divine Liturgy”, and “Christ” coming before it tells us who we 

are worshipping – and where we should be!).  

Even those who want to reduce “Christmas” to “Xmas” aren't 

getting away with anything, since the “X” in that construction 

doesn’t stand for “No Christ”. It stands for the Greek letter X 

(CHI). It is an abbreviation for Christ. We see it used as 

iconographical shorthand in icons all the time.  

(Maybe it would be easier if people would just come up with 

their own holiday, and stop trying to make ours into something it is 

not!) 

We only have a few weeks before Nativity, but I would like 

to devote those weeks to looking at the true meaning of  Christmas 

– the real “Reason for the Season”.  No more fretting about trying 

to put Christ back into Christmas. Thank God, He’s never gone 



anywhere! Instead, let’s make sure that we keep our Christmas in 

Christ. Let’s follow Him to that Holy Manger – worshipping Him 

from the inside rather than worrying about what’s going on 

outside. He’ll be fine without our help! 

God is With Us! 

At the heart of everything is to be found an all important 

word that is of course very familiar to all of us. We already know it 

in  Hebrew, since although it is translated into other languages, the 

original word is almost always transliterated intact. 

The Hebrew word is “Emmanuel” It is composed of three 

separate pieces: IM (Preposition for “WITH”) NU (Pronominal 

suffix for “us”). And “EL” (The shortened form of “ELOHIM” 

One of the names of God given us in the Old Testament. 

Put all of that together and you have IMMANUEL, which, as 

we are told in Matthew 1:23 “Being interpreted, is ‘God with us’”. 

The word Immanuel is only found three times in the entire 

Bible. Twice in the Old Testament, in the book of Isaiah, and once 

in the New Testament – in Matthew 1:23 which I just quoted. 

What it lacks in quantity, it more than makes up for in quality. It is 

EXTREMELY significant.  

From an Orthodox standpoint, I don’t think it would be an 

exaggeration in the least to say that by understanding the word 

Immanuel – God With Us – we can understand almost everything 



there is to know about our faith. God is with us! It is kind of a one 

word catechesis! 

 Through that holy lens, pretty much everything comes into 

clear focus; Icons. The saints. The church building. The Liturgy. 

Vestments. The altar. The Gospel Book and the chalice ON the 

altar. Everything! 

Without it, we look more like a string of Christmas lights 

somebody forgot to plug in. Puzzling. Mildly decorative. Hard to 

unravel. Seasonal. You get the idea! But in terms of functionality 

and worth – The lights are off, so who care’s if somebody is home 

or not! 

Unfortunately, that sentence pretty well describes what too 

often passes for Orthodoxy in many of our modern churches today. 

Lord Have Mercy! 

And that takes us to our Gospel reading this morning. The 

story of the healing of the blind man is found in all three of the 

synoptic Gospels. I don’t have time to say too much about this 

morning’s passage, but before letting it pass, I want to make at 

least a few quick observations. 

In addition to the power and beauty of the story by itself, this 

passage teaches us a lot about effective prayer. Talk about getting 

the job done! Whatever else can be said about this story, the blind 

man in today’s Gospel reading really batted it out of the ballpark 



this time! And his life was changed forever as a result! What did 

he do right?  

Here are a few “Effective Prayer” tips I jotted down as I was 

working through this passage in preparation for today’s homily. 

#1) Speak up!  

“At that time, when Jesus drew near to Jericho, a blind man 

was sitting by the roadside begging; and hearing a multitude going 

by, he inquired what this meant.  They told him, “Jesus of 

Nazareth is passing by.”  And he cried, “Jesus, Son of David, have 

mercy on me!”  And those who were in front rebuked him, telling 

him to be silent; but he cried out all the more, “Son of David, have 

mercy on me!” 

How humiliating! Here he was just trying to get a little help, 

and instead he just gets growled at by the crowd. “Shhhh” “Be 

quiet!” You can hear it now, can’t you?  (His name, as we learn 

from one of the other Gospels was “Bartimaeus” “Son of Timaeus” 

Timaeus means honor or honorable. They were giving him exactly 

the opposite. Epitimao - Rebuke. Dishonor. Scorn.)  

Saint Ephrem the Syrian makes the following insightful 

comment: “While the blind man was asking who it was, they said 

to him, ‘Jesus, the Nazarene.’ He knew that they were not saying 

that to him with love.”  



I’ll say! To be crass, they just wanted him to shut up! 

Obviously, propriety would dictate that now would be a good time 

for this poor homeless beggar to take it down a few notches. No 

one wants to make a spectacle of himself. He was just making 

people mad – perhaps even the important personage Whose 

attention he was trying to attract. 

Time to back off. Right? Everybody’s staring! Fortunately, 

Bartimaeus couldn’t see anyway, and he wasn’t thinking about 

propriety at that moment. Instead of hushing up, he got even 

louder. “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (“Shhh”) 

JESUS, SON OF DAVID, HAVE MERCY ON ME! (“BE 

QUIET”!) He never gave up. He was like the importunate widow 

in Luke 18 who just kept asking and asking until she received the 

response she was looking for. Lesson #1 If God doesn’t seem to be 

hearing our prayer, don’t give up.  Speak up! 

Lesson #2 Keep it short. Some of the best and most 

effective prayers in all of Scripture are the shortest of all. Peter 

said “Lord, save me” when he began sinking into the sea, and 

Christ pulled him up. The Publican said “Lord have pity on me a 

sinner” and walked out of the Temple justified. The thief on the 

cross said: “Remember me when You come into Your Kingdom.” 

And he gained paradise that very day.  



Blind Bartimaeus didn’t waste time trying to be verbose. 

Opportunity was knocking. He only had one chance at this, and he 

knew he need to come right to the point. If he spoke in Greek, his 

prayer would have come out in only five words: “Ἰ ησοῦ  υἱ ὲ  

Δαυίδ, ἐ λέησόν με””“Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.” 

This is at the heart of Orthodox prayer. According to Saint 

Augustine, “The brethren of Egypt [offered] prayers that [were] 

frequent but very brief and suddenly shot forth – Arrow prayers, as 

they may be aptly termed.” From Bishop Kallistos Ware’s forward 

to On the Prayer of Jesus By St. Ignatius Brianchaninov.  

Lesson #3. Keep it Simple.   

And Jesus stopped, and commanded him to be brought to 

him; and when he came near, Jesus asked him, “What do you want 

me to do for you?” He said, “Lord, let me receive my sight.”  

The first plea of Bartimaeus was “Have Mercy on me!” He 

didn’t tell God what He needed to do: He didn’t try to lay out the 

details of his affliction and how it came to be, (apparently he had 

become blind rather than been born blind. His actual prayer was 

“Lord that I may REGAIN  my sight”). He didn’t go on about what 

life was like begging beside a hot roadside day in and day out. He 

didn’t even start by saying “Lord, restore my sight”. He just said 

“Lord have mercy.”  

Only when our Lord responded, “What do you want me to do 

for you?” did he say “Lord, that I may regain my sight.” He 



promised in Matthew 6:32 that our “heavenly Father knows that 

[we] need all these things.”   

 God is much better at knowing what we REALLY need than 

we are ourselves. We don’t need to lay it all out for Him. As 

Joseph Letendre says in his book When You Pray: A Practical 

Guide to an Orthodox Life of Prayer if we are not careful, “Prayer 

can degenerate into telling God what He already knows, and then 

telling Him what we think He should do about it.” When we are 

blind like Bartimaeus (and we all are!) trying to make sense of it 

all just doesn’t make sense. “Lord Have Mercy.” Now we’re 

getting somewhere! 

 Lesson #4  Expect a Miracle! I mentioned that this 

account is to be found in all three of the synoptic Gospels. Saints 

Mark and Luke tell us what happened. Saint Matthew tells us why. 

He adds: “And looking on [him] Jesus had compassion on [him].” 

Thank God!  

The structure of this passage is truly amazing. It happens so 

fast, we can miss it easily. For reasons that would soon be obvious 

to all, Bartimaeus didn’t blink – he caught the whole thing: 

 “Jesus asked him, “What do you want me to do for you?” He 

said, “Lord, let me receive my sight.”  And Jesus said to him, 

“Receive your sight; your faith has made you well.”  And 

immediately he received his sight .” 



 “Son of David” 

What did he mean by calling the Lord Jesus, “Son of David”? 

I want to deal with this more carefully next Sunday, since it 

comes to the heart of our theme: “God is with us!” For now, I will 

only mention that it may not have been clear even to Bartimaeus 

exactly what he meant by that phrase. He hoped that this might be 

the promised Messiah, and that was enough. But was that Messiah 

a king? A prophet? God” He probably had no idea. Certainly, those 

around him had different ideas about that. For now, let’s just leave 

it at that. He probably didn’t know. He didn’t need to! 

 

 

Conclusion 

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ. No one can take Christ 

out of Christmas for us. We have to hand Him over. 

So I say . . . DON’T. 

Please – Join me this season of the Nativity Fast in focusing 

on “the one thing needful” Please make this holy season of Advent 

count.  Just look at these candles on our Advent Wreath. They are 

reminding us that these days will be gone in the blink of an eye. 

I will close with four final suggestions for making Christ the 

center of the Nativity Fast.  



1) Give God What You Have, Not What You Wish You 

Had! God doesn’t accept Visa or Master Card – not even Apple 

Pay. Cash is useless since He already owns the cattle on a thousand 

hills. What’s in your wallet? He doesn’t need it! God asks for 

something much more precious than any of those things. That 

doesn’t mean it comes without a price. In the end, it may cost us 

our right hand, or even our right eye if He asks for it. It would have 

cost the Rich Young Ruler his entire fortune had he been willing to 

part with it. Tragically, he wasn’t. It didn’t cost Blind Bartimaeus a 

denarii. That was fortunate for him since he was a beggar!  

God never asks us for something we don’t have. Instead, he 

asks for something every human possesses whether rich or poor, 

male or female, king or pauper. He asks for our own hearts and 

nothing must stand in the way. Talk about a gift that keeps on 

giving! If we give our hearts to Him freely (He will never force 

us), He offers Eternity in exchange. Now that’s an offer even 

Amazon can’t match! Give God What You Have, Not What You 

Wish You Had! 

2) Don’t Live it Up, Give it Up! There will be plenty of time 

to celebrate during the twelve day celebration between Nativity 

and Theophany. Go shopping every day then if you want. (OK – 

within reason!) Prices drop dramatically after the 25th! For now, of 

course do what you need do to make Christmas day a happy, 



glorious, joy filled holiday for your families. OK – it’s impossible 

to skip out on all the holiday office parties and family get 

togethers. Hospitality trumps legalism every time in the Orthodox 

Church. Do what you need to do – in moderation. But whatever 

happens, don’t lose sight of Christ in the process. Give up a few 

calories in exchange for the bountiful Feast that is soon coming. 

Give up a few hours with the Hallmark Christmas channel, and 

spend time in prayer, meditation, and especially in preparation. 

The five foolish virgins in the Gospel missed out on the coming of 

the Bridegroom because they weren’t prepared. Don’t be like 

them! Preparation is what Advent is all about. Don’t live it up. 

Give it up! 

3) Don’t give in to depression. Come to confession! A 

recent survey by the National Women’s Health Resource Center 

states that two-thirds of women report depression during the 

holidays. It didn’t say how many men were depressed, but I am 

guessing that many men may be more depressed after the holidays, 

as they see all the credit card bills stacking up in the “in” box!  

Dr. Kenneth Johnson, a psychiatrist at Columbia St. Mary’s, 

states in an article, “Depression is higher in the winter months in 

general, but the biggest cause of holiday depression is unmet 

expectations.” (Both as quoted CBN “Depression the Unwelcome 

Holiday Guest.”) 



Advent is the antidote to holiday depression! If we try to 

make Christmas into a one day, picture perfect event, we are 

setting ourselves up for disappointment. Christmas trees dry up and 

wither on the street outside our homes. Family members drive 

away to airports and far destinations. Beautiful presents under the 

tree turn into empty boxes and tattered wrapping paper in the 

trashcan.  

But if we prepare properly during the Nativity fast, and if our 

hopes and expectations are in the coming of Christ and the sure 

expectation of His Kingdom, there will never be a holiday letdown. 

Maranatha. Christ is coming. Christ has come. Christ is at hand. 

Glory to God!  

And as a part of that preparation, confession is crucial. The 

Nativity fast is one of the four special fasts of the year – and 

confession should be a part of it.  If we confess our known failings 

and shortcomings He will forgive us. If we confess those things we 

don’t know and don’t fully understand, He will accept our feeble 

attempts. We ask God to open our spiritual eyes, even as he opened 

the physical eyes of blind Bartimaeus this morning “Cast your care 

upon Him for He cares for you!” (I Peter 5:7).. 

 Yes, we confess our sins, but the point of confession is to be 

forgiven AND healed – truly healed from our sins and ready to 



greet the Newborn Christ. Don’t give in to depression. Come to 

confession! 

And finally, (I need to stop – I am running out of rhymes!). 

Don’t just pay. Pray! Seriously. This season is a wonderful time 

to do more than just stand in line at the department store, waiting 

for the cashier. It is  - or can be – a time to re-center spiritually. 

Prayer is the best way to sharpen our focus. It helps us keep our 

eye on the target during this otherwise frenetic and distracting 

season. There are many opportunities here at St. James to pray 

during the week. These Advent services are not long like the 

Lenten services. They are, however, peaceful and spiritually 

reinvigorating. We need to pray at Church. To be honest, some of 

the most peaceful times of the year for me are in the quiet, simple 

services of Advent and Great Lent. We need to remember that 

“Christmas” means “Christ Mass”. That will tell us Who we 

worship, and where we need to be. 

We need to pray at home with our families. We need to 

reconnect with our rule of prayer. If our confession today would 

be: “I kind of fell off the wagon with my rule of prayer” we still 

have time to add those golden words: But by God’s grace, I had a 

much better second half! My icon corner isn’t so dusty anymore. I 

need to replenish my supply of candles. I didn’t just worry about 



what gifts I needed to get for my family members and church 

family. I remembered each one of them consistently in prayer.”  

Our Lord heard the voice of blind Bartimaeus because He 

had compassion on him. He will listen to our prayers, He hears the 

deepest sighs of our heart. “The Lord will hearken unto me when I 

cry unto Him.” But we need to be like Bartimaeus. Our voice must 

be heard. And if it seems like God is not listening, we need to 

speak louder and pray harder. Don’t just spend your time at the 

shopping mall this year. Spend time before God in prayer. Don’t 

just pay. Pray! 

  

 

 


