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ukukhula kukubona (growing is seeing) 
 
Growing is seeing and seeing is growing. Seeing as in observing and noticing 
is indeed a gift of growth, of maturity, of experience. Socrates said: “The 
unexamined life is not worth living.” We would need to add: The unobserved 
life is not worth living. It is not just about self-examination, but also about 
noticing and being noticed.  
 
at the signpost 
 
How do we retell the story of the healing of the blind Bartimaeus in our 
congregations without sidelining those to whom the impairment of their eye 
sight or even blindness is a daily reality and challenge? As a reader and 
interpreter I am standing at a sign post and have to make some difficult 
decisions. If I take the path of the miraculous then I have to acknowledge the 
pain of those who have not regained their eye sight by some divine 
intervention. How does one tell such a story of hope without evoking even 
more despair? Just recently a dear friend of mine lost his eye sight almost 
completely due to the toxicity of the medication he needed to take. And 
though the doctors believe that with time he will regain his sight, the 
experience of not being able to see from one day to the next has been a 
shock and the difficulties and obstacles that come with it for daily living 
continue to be overwhelming. If I take the path of the symbolic, focusing on 
the way the Gospel of Mark exposes spiritual blindness, I am in danger of 
underestimating the physical and spiritual suffering of those living with a 
disability. How does one speak about other dimensions of 'blindness' without 
spiritualizing the miracles of Jesus' ministry but also without neglecting the 
socio-political reality of discrimination and othering. I could of course also 
allow the story to be parabolic of life in general, life on the streets, where 
those on the road meet those at the side of the road - a reality we are 
confronted with on a daily basis in Cape Town. Each interpretative path 
highlights an important aspect of Jesus' ministry. The challenge is to keep the 
balance in order to remain faithful to the story and to our own life 
experiences. Albert Einstein once said that life is a bit like riding a bicycle. We 
need to keep moving in order to keep the balance. This is probably also true 
of every act of interpretation. As long as we keep moving into all four 
directions we will be able to keep the balance. But our gratitude should be 
directed to Bartimaeus and his bold persistence not to be silenced, but to be 
heard and finally seen by those who were unaware of their own blindness. 
This is the irony of the story: The one who is blind is gifted with sight, while 
those who see are convicted of their blindness. 
 
Jericho: the last stop before Jerusalem 



 
Jesus was on his way from Galilee, his home, to Jerusalem, the place of his 
final confrontation with the Roman Empire. He was part of a group of devoted 
Jews who are on their pilgrimage for the yearly Passah Festival in the capital 
city. Around this time emotions were high. The pilgrims came to Jerusalem to 
commemorate and celebrate their liberation from Pharao and their freedom 
from their enslavement in Egypt. The Roman governor was on alert. Troops 
were stationed in Jerusalem ready to clamp down on any signs of revolt. The 
pax Romana would suffer no fools. This trip to Jerusalem was dangerous for 
political reasons, but also for another more practical reason. The road 
between Jericho and Jerusalem was notorious for armed robberies. Jesus 
alluded to this in his parable of the Good Samaritan. It was the kind of road 
you did not want to travel alone, but rather in larger groups of people. And so 
Jericho became the last stop for those from the North on their way to 
Jerusalem, just before the final, steep ascent of about 1000 meters over a 
distance of 30 kilometres. Jericho was a beautiful place to rest, a city known 
for its palms, a place where the rich and famous would hang out in their 
expansive mansions and palaces. Not a place, of course, where you would 
want too many beggars beleaguering tourists.  
 
Bartimaeus: first heard and then seen 
 
We hear about a large crowd of pilgrims departing with Jesus and the 
disciples. But one person stays behind, always stays behind, day by day, year 
by year: A blind man, at the wayside, sidelined, tolerated outside the city 
gate, together with all the other 'misfits', waiting for a handout, left behind by 
those who are fit to tackle the final ascent to Jerusalem, bubbling with 
excitement and enthusiasm. Ironically, or maybe rather prophetically, the 
blind man's name is Bartimaeus, which means 'son of the precious one.' He 
had not been born blind. But his disability must have contributed to his 
societal descent. It made him a beggar, someone who depends on the 
generosity of others.  To come terms with a disability is hard enough. It gets 
worse when it leads to discrimination, when societal structures and mindsets 
become even more disabling than the physical limitations. In our story the 
people surrounding Jesus were not shy to remind Bartimaeus that he was a 
nuisance and burden to others. And Jesus' disciples would have thought that 
with his bold march to Jerusalem Jesus had better things to do than to 
minister to someone like Bartimaeus. What they must have forgotten is that 
such rejection can crush your spirit and that for Jesus the integrity and 
success of his mission relied on taking seriously the distress and despair of 
every individual that approached him.  
 
But the spirit of 'the son of the precious one' would not be dampened by such 
rejection. And his determination would make him a hero of faith. One of the 
reasons why his stamina was rewarded is that according to the writer Ursula 
Le Guin 'the eyes can choose where to look. But the ears can't choose where 
to listen.' His persistent call 'Son of David, Jesus, have pity on me' could no 
longer be overheard. The disciples' desperate attempt to silence him, to make 



him unseen and unnoticed failed. He is bold, daring, and unfazed by what is 
proper, allowing the deep longing for healing, for change, a different life, to 
come out. And Jesus hears and sees, stops and responds. 
 
silenced and made invisible 
 
This unsettling scene, with all its emotional mixture of despair, resentment, 
anger, and compassion is familiar to us. At almost every robot we are being 
approached for a handout or with an appeal to buy a few jokes or to consider 
purchasing all kinds of handcrafts. As long as the car window is pulled up it is 
easy to look the other way. What is more difficult is to avoid hearing the 
knocking at the window or the desperate pleas for support. Our ears cannot 
choose what to hear. But our eyes have a choice to at least notice and 
acknowledge someone instead of making him or her invisible. One does not 
need to give or buy something in order to affirm someone's dignity. Eye 
contact and a simply nod can speak volumes and sow seeds for a more 
humane life together. 
 
Many of us have been brought up with the idea that one should never give 
money or food to those begging at street corners. Such donations would keep 
the destitute on the street and not solve the bigger problem of homelessness 
and poverty in the city. Instead we should give our donations to institutions 
that cater for street people. In an opinion piece published in the Cape Times 
(October 2013) Greg Andrews challenges such an argument as one of many 
myths which have skewed our perceptions of those living and/or selling on 
the streets. The article is attached to this sermon and encourages us to hear 
and see street people as individuals, each of them with their own story. 
Bottom line the research conducted by Andrews highlights that there is no 
blanket solution to the problem of destitution and that supporting those living 
on the streets is not making things worse or perpetuating the problem, but 
rather a commendable act of compassion and care. Occasional attempts of 
the city to 'clean up' the inner city need to be challenged in their motivation: 
Is this done in order to enable a better life for those living on the streets or in 
order to spare locals and tourists the ugly sight of a growing disparity 
between those who have and those who do not have? 
 
A few months ago a friend sent me a you-tube link to a documentary on 
Steve Busse, done just weeks before he passed away. Busse was a familiar 
sight at the corner of Liesbeck Parkway and Durban Road in Mowbray. He 
sold second hand books, self-made jewelry, and fudge. He would not 
approach the cars, but wait for someone to indicate interest. He would be 
there come sunshine, come rain. To most of those that approached the 
crossing, including myself, he was one of many people at the side of the road 
hoping for some support. Having watched the documentary I am proven 
wrong. He is not one of many, but he has his own beautiful and deeply 
moving story to tell. I am sorry that I have never heard this story from him 
himself. But I am grateful for the way the documentary enables him to be 



heard and seen as a human being with needs and dreams not unlike my own. 
It has made me more aware of and sensitive to those at the side of the road. 
 
on kindness 
 
Is kindness essential to our emotional and mental health? This is what Adam 
Phillips, a psychoanalyst, and Barbara Taylor, a historian, argue in their book 
On kindness. And apparently "the pleasures of kindness“ were well known in 
the past. The Roman philosopher Marcus Aurelius, for example, lauded 
kindness as humanity’s "greatest delight.“ This has been echoed by many 
thinkers and writers down the centuries. And we would certainly consider 
such „caritas“ as one of the fundamentals of our faith. And yet I can also 
recognize within myself the kind of suspicion towards kindness that the 
authors identify as a modern phenomenon. Are we not at heart very selfish 
and self-seeking? Are our gestures of generosity and self-giving not also 
somehow selfish in the way they make us look virtuous and can serve our 
self-protectiveness. And the growing criticism of „charity“ and „hand outs“ 
as patronizing gestures that reinforce dependency fuel our insecurity. On top 
of it all, the Christian teachings of original sin and the fall are meant to 
remind us that there is nothing good within ourselves. And to feel any kind of 
pleasure and satisfaction when being kind to someone else is seen to smack 
of self-righteousness. How worried those following in Martin Luther’s 
footsteps were that Christians could try to earn their salvation with good 
works.  
 
But what if the authors are right. What if kindness actually comes naturally to 
us and that we need to rediscover our „instinctive sympathetic identification 
with the vulnerabilities and attractions of others?“ Indeed, what if the kind life 
is „the life we are more inclined to love, and indeed is the one we are 
often living without letting ourselves know that this is what we are doing.“ As 
a result „People are leading secretly kind lives all the time, but without a 
language in which to express this, or cultural support for it.“ At the same time 
there are those who believe that in order to be successful you need to be 
selfish and greedy. In their world kindness is but a lack of focus and 
dangerous expression of weakness. And so the main argument of the book 
On Kindness is that kindness „- not sexuality, not violence, not money - has 
become our forbidden pleasure.“   
 
What a wonderful re-reading of the Gospel stories it would be to interpret 
them as an invitation to a forbidden pleasure. Re-claim and own the pleasure 
of kindness! But this of course also involves working through and confronting 
those voices around us and within us that keep us from enjoying the 
pleasure and satisfaction of kindness. Those voices are fear based. For when 
we open ourselves to others, we become more susceptible to their joys and 
pains. We become more vulnerable, more sensitive to our own fragility and 
neediness. This can be very uncomfortable. But on the other hand, 
reconnecting with what David Hume described as the forgotten movements in 



our heart promises a new freedom, a liberation from the illusions of 
independence and self-reliance. 
 
The German critic Theodor Adorno once argued: “No less indiscriminate and 
general than the alienation between people is the desire to breach it.“ He 
poignantly captures the ambivalence we know from our own daily lives. On 
the one hand, the need to keep people at a distance, to not allow them to 
come too close. Such distance offers us safety and privacy. Other hand we 
know that such distance can come at a cost. The experience of loneliness and 
disconnection is a high price to pay for feeling safe. And so on the other 
hand, there is the constant desire to overcome such alienation and to create 
spaces of closeness and intimacy. 
 
faith as trust 
 
When Bartimaeus realizes that he managed to get Jesus' attention he throws 
off his cloak and runs to Jesus. The cloak was all he had, his only protection 
by day and his blanket by night. But he leaves it behind and with it all the 
misery symbolized by this one piece of dirty clothing. As he stands in front of 
Jesus he is almost naked, in a state of utter vulnerability. He cannot see, but 
wants to be fully seen. All he wishes for is to gain his sight back. And Jesus 
says to him: 'Go, your faith has healed you.' The extraordinary aspect of 
Jesus' response is that he casts Bartimaeus in the role of the hero. It is not 
Jesus who has healed him, but it is Bartimaeus's tremendous trust in Jesus' 
love and compassion that leads to his healing. The mystery of this encounter 
resonates with what the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber (1878-1965) said 
about the mysterious and primordial power that comes with being in 
relationship: 'In the beginning is the relation, and in the relation is the power 
which creates the world through us and with us and by us, you and I, you 
and we and none of us alone.' Faith in our story is not a inherent capacity 
that one has or does not have, but rather the kind of thing that can only grow 
in relationship, where trust between two people nourishes and heals the heart 
and the spirit, and in our story even the body. It is a moment of divine re-
creation that can only happen in relationship. 
 
unexpected connections 
  
A friend of ours shared a beautiful encounter. She was waiting in her car at a 
robot and noticed a ragged street person on the sidewalk. When the traffic 
light signalled go, she noticed a small creature crossing the street right in 
front of her car. She still cannot tell us with certainty what kind of creature it 
was. It might have been injured. As she waited the cars behind her started to 
hoot impatiently. Again she exchanged looks with the homeless person. He 
nodded and slowly made the sign of the cross. A moment of connection and 
intimacy. Indeed, to grow is to see, and to see is to grow. 
 
 


