
 

1 
 

Proper 25 Year B  
Mark 10:46-52 
October 28, 2018 
 
 Today, in churches around the world, Protestants are celebrating Reformation Day. 

Reformation Day is a remembrance of that day, October 31, 1517, when German monk Martin 

Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg. It is regarded as the 

beginning of the Reformation – a movement that forever changed the face and character of 

Christianity. It sent a wave of radical change across the continent of Europe, and also the globe, 

that is still felt today.  

 We, in the Episcopal Church, don’t usually celebrate this day. Unity is primary value and 

goal of the Episcopal Church1 and we’ve never been completely comfortable with the label of 

Protestant. Our Prayer Book tries to maintain the core of both Catholic and Protestant 

theologies. But Martin Luther is still a part of our church history – his push to bring the written 

word of Bible to the people, his focus on good translations of sacred texts, his fury at the 

exploitative practices of priests selling indulgences, are a gift to the church and a part of our 

religious heritage.  

 But Martin Luther’s gifts and contributions are not what I was thinking about yesterday. 

I was remembering an event the first year of my priesthood. I worked on staff at a large church 

and we offered an eight-week confirmation class and general introduction to the church for 

adults. I was assigned to teach a class on church history and I made a presentation on Luther 

                                                           
1 See page 856 of the Catechism in the Book of Common Prayer 

Q. What is the mission of the Church? 

A. The mission of the Church is to restore all people to  
unity with God and each other in Christ. 
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and how he helped shape how we think about worship and faith. In my class was an elderly 

man. He was Jewish, and he wasn’t interested in getting confirmed or becoming a member of 

the Episcopal Church. His wife had been an Episcopalian; she had died, and he wanted to know 

more about her faith.  

 After I had given my little talk about Martin Luther’s importance (I was fresh out of 

seminary and I had a lot to say about theology), he raised his hand. “What about that man’s 

anti-Semitism? He hated Jews.” I knew about this of course, but we must keep people’s actions 

in context, right? I tried to explain that yes, that was bad, but so much good had come from his 

work.  

 If I could go back in time (and believe me, there is so much I would do differently if I 

could change all the times when I’d acted out of arrogance and pride), I’d have listened, I would 

have been chastened by this man’s pain and confusion. I wouldn’t have been so arrogant and 

dismissive. Luther was a virulent anti-Semite. Here are a few of his recommendations for what 

to do about the Jews: 

• "First, to set fire to their synagogues or schools … This is to be done in honor of our Lord 
and of Christendom, so that God might see that we are Christians …" 

• "Second, I advise that their houses also be razed and destroyed." 
• "Third, I advise that all their prayer books and Talmudic writings, in which such idolatry, lies, 

cursing, and blasphemy are taught, be taken from them." 
• "Fourth, I advise that their rabbis be forbidden to teach henceforth on pain of loss of life 

and limb …" 
• "Fifth, I advise that safe-conduct on the highways be abolished completely for the Jews. For 

they have no business in the countryside …" 
• "Sixth, I advise that usury be prohibited to them, and that all cash and treasure of silver and 

gold be taken from them …" 
• "Seventh, I recommend putting a flail, an ax, a hoe, a spade, a distaff, or a spindle into the 

hands of young, strong Jews and Jewesses and letting them earn their bread in the sweat of 
their brow … But if we are afraid that they might harm us or our wives, children, servants, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Usury
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cattle, etc., … then let us emulate the common sense of other nations such as France, Spain, 
Bohemia, etc., … then eject them forever from the country …" 

 

These “recommendations” come from Luther’s essay, “The Jews and Their Lies”2. We’d like to 

think all of this is ancient history. But historians of anti-Semitism draw a direct line between 

Luther and the rise of twentieth century anti-Semitism in Germany. Four hundred years after its 

publication, Nazis displayed copies of Luther’s “The Jews and Their Lies” during Nuremberg 

rallies.  

 To some, those rallies and the legacy of Kristallnacht is also ancient history. But then the 

news came yesterday that a man entered a Synagogue on Shabbat in the Squirrel Hill 

neighborhood of Pittsburgh (by the way, that’s Mr. Rogers’ neighborhood)3, during a baby 

naming ceremony, and murdered 11 people, injured 4. Looking at his social media presence, he 

reveals himself as a Christian nationalist and anti-Semite. He also explicitly rebukes the 

president as a globalist; he’s not a Trump fan.  

 Unfortunately, if you’ve been listening to the president’s rhetoric and the rhetoric of 

those on the right, including well known personalities on Fox News, the story is not so simple. 

President Trump recently claimed he is a Nationalist. Others in his party talk about George 

Soros, a Jew, and spout the conspiracy theory that he is behind the caravan of migrants 

approaching our border from Central America. Last summer, white men with tiki torches 

marched on Charlottesville chanting “blood and soil” and “Jews will not replace us”. The 

                                                           
2 I do no recommend reading this. It is a 65,000 word anti-Semitic treatise written in 1543 
3 https://abcnews.go.com/US/pittsburgh-shooting-mr-rogers-real-life-neighborhood-squirrel/story?id=58849272 
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President repeatedly refused to explicitly condemn the marchers, calling some of them, “very 

fine people”.  

 Words like “globalist” and scapegoating wealthy Jews are dog whistles. And no one, in 

positions of power like the president and his aides, prominent news figures, has any excuse not 

to know this. Acts of anti-Semitism have been on the rise in the past few years- on the rise 

significantly4. I’m not saying that the president’s words or the words of Fox news personalities 

caused violence. But just as global warming didn’t cause hurricane Michael or hurricane 

Florence, human-made activity created the environment for those storms to be that much 

more devastating. And just like global warming allows us to predict the fact of more 

catastrophic storms in the future, we can also predict that the current administration’s rhetoric 

will lead to more violence. 

 Anti-Semitism is a poison, a virus, and we’re infected with it too. Let’s put in context, 

our reading from Mark. This is the last of three stories about questions Jesus receives along the 

way to Jerusalem. The first story was about the rich young ruler who asks Jesus what he must 

do to inherit eternal life. When he learns it will mean making reparation for inequity, he goes 

away sad. The second story is about the disciples who argue about who is the greatest. They 

don’t understand when Jesus tells them that power and acclaim have nothing to do with what 

he’s up to on earth or in any life to come. These folks aren’t asking good questions and they 

betray their wrong-headed priorities. The third story, the one we hear today comes from a 

blind beggar – Bartimaeus. He asks Jesus for mercy. Like in the other stories that precede  this 

                                                           
4 https://www.adl.org/what-we-do/anti-semitism/anti-semitism-in-the-us 
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one, Jesus asks him, “what is it you want me to do for you?” And Bartimaeus answers, “Master, 

that I might see again.” 

 This Jesus grants and Bartimaeus regains his sight. We should learn from this. We need 

to beg God to help us see as God sees – to see the insidious ways we reinvent ways to hate and 

give others a pass when they use coded language to spread that hate. We give them a pass 

because we want civility and bipartisanship. We need to see that we, even in the progressive 

church, have to continue to excise the sin of anti-Semitism from our worship. The language of 

our New Testament not infrequently uses the term “The Jews” pejoratively. This shows up 

especially in the gospels of Matthew and John; it is rampant during Holy Week in the lead up to 

Jesus’ execution.  

 In context, the reason for this is that early Christians were a persecuted minority – a 

Jewish sect. They were persecuted by their Jewish neighbors. But we’re not a persecuted 

minority anymore and instead we have centuries of violence against Jews to atone for. In this 

church, while I’m here, we will not use “The Jews” pejoratively no matter what our bible says. 

There is no way that we can follow Jesus and persecute his family.  

 We will also not appropriate Jewish culture, taking on rituals and worship that we didn’t 

earn or pay for. We won’t say kaddish or host Seder dinners; instead we’ll listen to our Jewish 

siblings and follow their lead for how to be supportive and counter this wave of hatred and 

violence. I asked a friend from high school, a woman who now leads a Jewish volunteer 

organization what she might like me to tell my congregation. Her words are eloquent: 

“Every mass shooting hits home at some level. At that level, it feels wrong to say this hits home 
"more". But it does. We are a small community, spread out over a big country. My family is at 
the synagogue every Saturday. It's what we do. It's where our community is. Could this have 
been me? Yes. It could be any Jewish person who chooses to live publicly as a Jew. It's not news 
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that there is anti-Semitism in the world. It's not that controversial to say it's growing in this 
country. So where does that leave us?  
It leaves us where we were before. It leaves me dropping my children off at a school with an 
armed security guard, walking into my office past more armed security and badging in multiple 
times on my way to my desk. It leaves us greeting our friends the security guards every 
Saturday morning as we walk to synagogue. We won't stop doing those things. We won't live in 
fear.  
Yet tonight, I've drawn the most comfort from the friends outside the Jewish community who 
have reached out…from friends who could look away and don't.  
Tonight, tomorrow, right now, we must all be there for the Tree of Life congregation in 
Pittsburgh. Moving forward, we must all remember what it means to offer support. Ask 
questions. Show up. Don't wait until it's too late to stand against hate. Do something.” 
 
This horrific act was not the only act of violence and hate this week – bombings, racially 

motivated shootings, the political erasure of our trans siblings. It is understandable to be 

overwhelmed. But remember Bartimaeus and let’s keep our requests simple – help us, Lord, to 

see, to see with the eyes of God. Help us to see truth, to view the world with compassion, to 

look straight on, without fear, at our own complicity in ancient wrongs. Have mercy, Lord, and 

open our eyes.  

 


