Pay Attention
Psalm 46:10; Mark 10:46-52

Many years ago, | joined 25 very, very rabid Michigan fans to watch U of M play
North Carolina for the NCAA basketball final. 'm a Penn State fan, not a Michigan fan,
but the group thought their pastor might bring good luck, despite his questionable
loyalties. And they were serving all you can eat shrimp.

With 11 seconds to go, Michigan was down 2 points but a Michigan player
grabbed a rebound. There was hope. But then the player called timeout. Twenty-five
persons screamed in absolute horror. Michigan was out of time outs, so calling the time
out was a technical foul, effectively losing the game. | thought about saying, “Shall |
pray?” But | knew that if | did say that . . . my body might never be found.

The Michigan coach had shouted, “We’re out of time outs.” Every player knew
the rule, but one player, in the excitement, didn’t pay attention. And the watch party
turned into a wake. Beers turned into multiple shots of whisky. | had to console myself . .
. with a dozen more shrimp.

It's not easy to pay attention. We’'re busy. We live distracted lives. Spiritual
mentor Thomas Merton says, “There is never a time when there isn’t something to do,
some need, some activity, some request bidding for our attention. Then Merton asks:
Are all these needs, activities and requests really that important.” Social media spends
millions of dollars to create algorithms to capture our attention. Facebook doesn’t
charge a cent because advertisers know the algorithms will give them the exposure they
want. Indeed, we check an email and 45 minutes later, we’re still scrolling.

So in restaurants, we see husbands and wives scrolling instead of talking. We
get captivated by a mini-series and mindlessly binge watch. We watch the news and
something ordinary flashes in blinking capitals, “Breaking news.”

Paying attention is important. How many moments of grace have we rushed past
because we were too busy, too anxious, or too distracted to notice? A child asking a
question. Our spouse’s silence, not an argument, but their silence. A lonely neighbor. A
sunrise. A chance to reconnect. We’ve all replayed situations where we wish we had
asked one more question, or had said one more time, “I love you.” We know we
shouldn’t wait until a doctor warns us before we evaluate what we eat or how we're
handling stress. We know that everyone carries unmentioned burdens. We can’t always
instantly stop, but how do we develop a calm presence to listen when needed?

My inspiration for this sermon comes from a well-known poem by Mary Oliver
focused on living a meaningful life. The poem is brief: Pay attention! Be astonished! Tell
about it!” Listen again: “Pay attention! Be astonished! Tell about it!”

Pay attention! There is a remarkable story from Jesus’ ministry. Listen for the
Word of God. Then they came to Jericho. As Jesus and his disciples, together with



2

a large crowd, were leaving the city, a blind man, Bartimaeus (which means “son
of Timaeus”), was sitting by the roadside begging. When he heard that it was
Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”
Many rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, “Son of
David, have mercy on me!” Jesus stopped and said, “Call him.” So they called to
the blind man, “Cheer up! On your feet! He’s calling you.”

Throwing his cloak aside, he jumped to his feet and came to Jesus. “What
do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asked him.The blind man said, “Rabbi, |
want to see.” “Go,” said Jesus, “your faith has healed you.” Immediately he
received his sight and followed Jesus along the way.

The scene is just before Holy Week. Arrest, torture, and crucifixion lie just days
ahead. Jesus is nearing Jerusalem, surrounded by a bustling crowd. And He’s human,
and well as divine. In the mini-series The Chosen, Jesus’ mother Mary reflects on his
birth, “My newborn was covered with mucus and blood. He was cold. He cried. He was
utterly helpless . . . He needed me.” So as a very human Jesus walks towards His cruel
fate, what must He be thinking? But over the noise of the crowd a blind beggar cries,
“Jesus, have mercy on me.” The crowd shouts, “Shut up.” But he cries again, and Jesus
does not just hear, He stops, and heals him.

How did Jesus have the attention to hear? We do know that Jesus prays. He
starts His ministry with forty days in the wilderness, communing, thinking, seeking God’s
counsel. Before He chooses His 12 disciples, a pivotal decision, He spends the entire
night in prayer. Often He slips away in the spirit of the Psalmist, “Be still and know that
I am God.” Our spiritual mothers and fathers called silence “the furnace of
transformation.” For it is only when we are still that we can sort out our priorities, or
think beneath the surface, or receive the wisdom of the Spirit. When we’re busy, we
tend to step on the accelerator. When Jesus was busy, He stopped . . . to pray.

One author says, “Stillness is not laziness. Stillness is spiritual attentiveness. It is
the quieting of noise long enough to notice God, ourselves and one another. The
tragedy is not simply that we are busy. The tragedy is that busyness dulls compassion.
When we constantly rush, people become obstacles instead of sacred beings created in
the image of God.”

Jesus hears Bartimaeus, and He asks, “What do you want?” Why would Jesus
ask? He knew Bartimaeus was blind and a penniless beggar. Wasn'’t his need obvious?
Jesus asks because attentive love does not assume. It listens. It honors the dignity of
another person by allowing them to speak. How many conflicts result because we don’t
ask, we assume?

And Bartimeaus is so moved that our text ends with a deeply theological twist.
Bartimeaus follows Jesus along the way. The word “way” in Greek is “odus,” as In Ex-
odus, which literally means “the way out of.” It recalls God giving the Israelites a way out
of bondage by splitting the Red Sea. Jesus is offering the way of salvation, and the
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newly healed Bartimaeus becomes a disciple who will follow Jesus’ way right into the
cauldron of hatred which was Jerusalem. Why? Because Jesus paid attention.

Then our poem invites us, “Pay attention, and be astonished.” It is like the
Psalmist gazing into the night sky and murmuring, “When | look at the heavens, the
moon and stars that you have put into place. What is a man or a woman that you
are mindful of us.” Each of us is one of 8,000,000,000 people, yet the God of the
universe, who placed the galaxies in place, in the words of an old Scottish prayer is to
each one of us, “Nearer than hands and feet, nearer than even breath.”

We should marvel at many things — at the starry ski stretching into infinity, at the
wonder of falling in love and finding a soul mate, who is, in the words of Genesis, “bone
of our bone and flesh of our flesh,” at a scientist who is studying the hibernation of bears
because during hibernation bears do not lose their muscle mass, and perhaps this could
be the secret to help stroke and coma victims. Or in 1954 Roger Bannister electrified
the world by running the mile in less than 4 minutes. This year a 15 year old ran a four
minute mile and a few days ago Josh Kerr of Scotland broke the world record by
running the mile in 3:42.

We marvel at the love and grace of God. The first marriage of Joy Davidman,
who became the wife of C. S. Lewis, was to an alcoholic who disappeared one snowy
rural New York night. He called in a panic from his World War Il PTSD and said, “I'm
coning undone, and | don’t know what to do.” Joy tried to calm him, but suddenly,
bzzzzzz, Bill hung up the phone. Joy had a toddler named Davy and a newborn named
Douglas, and no car. Calling the police wouldn’t help. Bill would head to a bar in NYC
who knows where. Joy’s panic grew, and finally though she was an atheist, she dropped
to her knees and prayed, “Help me, O God.” Here is then what she experienced,

Warmth came over me; a river of peace passed through me. For the first
time in all my life, I felt fully known and loved. There was a solid sense that
God was with me, and had always been with me.

The revelation lasted less than a minute. It didn’t fix anything in the moment. The
marriage ended in a mess. But those few seconds changed everything because Joy
sensed that her Creator was with her in all the mess.” It was astonishing. It was like a
door had opened just a sliver, but she saw the light that was beyond.

Astonishment is linked to attention. On the afternoon of the first Easter, two
disciples walk towards Emmaus, seven miles from Jerusalem. They were talking about
Jesus, the crucifixion, the empty tomb and wild tales about Jesus being raised from the
dead. And Jesus comes alongside, asking,”What are you talking about?” They tell him,
“‘Haven’t you heard. This Jesus was a powerful prophet but he was crucified. We hoped
he was the long-promised Messiah. Now some women had a vision of angels saying
Jesus is risen from the dead.” So Jesus explains to them why the Messiah had to suffer.
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The disciples arrive at Emmaus, invite Jesus to dinner, and suddenly as Jesus
takes bread and breaks it, their eyes are opened and they recognize Jesus. But how
could they not have recognized Jesus before? s it that we often see only in retrospect?
Is it that we’re often on autopilot and don’t really look? Or is it that we don’t really expect
the Lord to be present, so even though a friend calls at just the right time, or the
surgeon does exactly the right thing, or we find a path out of the wilderness, we think
that these are just coincidences. But can’t a “coincidence” be a miracle in which God
remains anonymous? Thomas Merton again says, “Our culture teaches us to be
believing Christians, but functional atheists.” When grace occurs we’re told to chalk it off
to the universe smiling at us or luck falling our way! Or is there more going on?

How are we to live? Pay attention. Be astonished by beauty, love, grace,
goodness, joy and hope. Then tell about it. And immediately, this becomes complicated.
The last thing we want is a debate about religion. | was flying back from San Francisco
and had to finish a sermon. | sat beside a woman who | could tell was itching for a 5
hour conversation. She was like the grandmother who talked to a seat-mate for 90
minutes about her grandchildren. Finally she paused and said, “Oh, I'm sorry. I've been
doing all the talking. So tell me . . . what do you think about my grandchildren.” So this
woman asked what | did. | knew if | answered, “I'm a pastor,” my sermon prep was
toast. So as blandly as possible | grunted, “An undertaker.” It worked.

Scripture does bid us to share our faith. Jesus says, “Whoever confesses me to
others, | will confess before my father in heaven.” In the great commission, Jesus bids
the disciples to go to the ends of the earth, making disciples.” But we distinguish
between sharing and telling, and sharing requires true discernment.

The church | served in Chicago was a young congregation with a median age of
34. Many had a limited knowledge of the Christian faith. So we planned a conference on
the Holy Spirit with speakers, special music, and small group sharing. In one small
group a couple shared that they longed for children, but over 12 years they had not
conceived. Would we pray? So we laid hands on the couple and prayed. Six weeks later
the couple stopped me after worship. Linda was pregnant. A few months later Linda’s
husband Mark shared the story in worship.

His sharing literally changed our church. The culture changed. Prayer became
more intentional. We started two more prayer chains. We trusted God more deeply.
Members started bible studies that their place of employment. Our budget deficit
disappeared. Members began bringing their friends. When we faced an issue, elders
just said, “God can handle this.” And when we baptized Mark and Linda’s newborn,
many of us had tears in our eyes.

But then | made a mistake. | shared that story in the next church | served without
giving the context or thinking through the theological implications. A few days later a
woman stopped by and pointedly asked, “I prayed for years and years to conceive, but |
didn’t get a miracle. Didn’t | have enough faith?” | didn’t have a good answer, and don’t
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have a simple answer today.” | had to apologize and say, “I am so sorry that my sharing
that story hurt you. | know you prayed sincerely. Forgive me for adding to your hurt. I'm
here to help if | can. | believe that God is with you, even in this.”

It's complicated. Sharing can be valuable. Mark’s testimony was transformational.
The Catholic Church has confession, a safe place to unburden oneself. Support groups
help because we can bond over a painful life experience. Hearing each others’ stories
move and motivate us. They can open our eyes, expand our horizons, and challenge us
to re-evaluate our thinking. In fact, the very word “gospel” means “good news,” and in a
time when we hear so much bad news, when algorithms are set up deliberately to
create outrage and anger, Spirit-led sharing can change our whole perspective.

But | think we start by focusing on listening, on offering a calm and patient
presence, on paying attention to what someone is going through. We pray for
discernment and do not presume to have any ulterior motive. If we share, we do so in
the spirit of Jesus’s words, “Love one another.” But we Presbyterians will err on the side
of not saying anything. So we also pray for courage that we can offer friendship to the
lonely, and a welcome to this place of love and concern.

So I'm thankful that Mary Oliver gave me a sermon outline. Pay attention. Notice
where Jesus is walking beside us. Notice the overlooked person. Notice the holy hidden
in ordinary life.

Be astonished. Let grace refute cynicism. Let beauty soften you. Let resurrection
remain life-changing. And tell about it. Share hope. Speak mercy. Bear witness to what
God has done. Because the risen Christ is still listening for our cry and appearing on
roads, at tables, in sanctuaries, hospitals, kitchens, classrooms and in quiet moments
we often miss. Blessed are those who learn that it all begins . . . when we pay attention.
Thanks be to God. Amen.



