Essential Examples of Empathy #3

“Empathy Amidst Hostility”

Matthew 20:29-34

It’s a familiar scene. The President is walking from one place to another, surrounded by reporters who are all shouting questions over each other. Rarely does the target of those questions stop to answer. After all, he is on his way somewhere, presumably to do something important. Besides, how could he hear any one question when they’re all yelling at once?

Imagine, though, that he does stop. He doesn’t stop to answer a question or even acknowledge a reporter’s existence, but rather stops to speak to a homeless person. Could you imagine the reaction of the reporters? (Of course, they would claim he was just doing it as a publicity stunt.) Could you imagine how the President’s own team would react?

Keep that in mind as you turn to Matthew 20, where we see an example of empathy amidst hostility.

A Candid Request 

Our text for this evening begins with verses 29-30, where we see a candid request,

As Jesus and his disciples were leaving Jericho, a large crowd followed him. Two blind men were sitting by the roadside, and when they heard that Jesus was going by, they shouted, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!” 

Jesus and His disciples were heading to Jerusalem for the Passover. Jesus knew that it would be His last such journey, as His arrest, conviction, and crucifixion awaited Him there. He certainly had a lot on His mind as He made the common trip from Galilee down the Jordan River valley to Jericho, then up to Jerusalem.

Matthew records that a large crowd followed Jesus. Perhaps they, too, were going to Jerusalem for Passover, but certainly they were excited about what Jesus would do when He arrived. Many in the crowd may have been fellow Galileans ready to overthrow the Romans and establish the throne of David once again.

As Jesus was heading out of Jericho toward Jerusalem, two blind men along the road called out to Him. “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!” they cried. Now, here we run into a bit of a problem. This event is also told in the gospels of Mark and Luke, and in those accounts, Jesus only encounters one blind man.
 Mark reveals that the blind man was named Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46–52).
 How could this be accurate? Scholars believe that there were indeed two blind men, but that Mark names the man who was known in the Christian community as a disciple.
 
At any rate, Matthew claims there were two blind men sitting by the roadside. He does not say that they were begging, but that is not improbable (Luke says that was what the blind man in his account was doing). The blind had no other way of earning a living, and with crowds of people going up to Jerusalem for the feast there was always the possibility of help coming from well-disposed worshipers. They heard from some of the crowd that Jesus was passing by. Evidently they knew something of Jesus, and specifically they knew that He had brought healing to many. So they did not waste their opportunity—they would probably never get another. They cried out; there is no indication of how far they were from Jesus, and they probably did not know. But shouting was the way to get His attention, so that was what they did.

A Callous Rebuke

As you might imagine, the reaction from the crowd was a callous rebuke. Verse 31 records, “The crowd rebuked them and told them to be quiet, but they shouted all the louder, ‘Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!’” 

The crowds around Jesus tried to silence the two men. After all, what claim did they have on the great Teacher?
 They did not want their Messiah troubled with such an everyday problem as a beggar’s blindness.
 Many probably wanted him to get on with the business of setting up the kingdom they hoped he would establish.
 Matthew doesn’t tell us why the people refused to let the blind men get close to Jesus—but it’s easy to figure it out. They want to protect him. He’s on a mission, a critical mission. The future of Israel is at stake. He is an important man with a crucial task. He hasn’t time for indigents on the side of the road. Besides, look at them. Dirty. Loud. Obnoxious. Embarrassing. Don’t they have any sense of propriety? Don’t they have any dignity? These things must be handled in the proper procedure. First talk to Nathanael who talks to John who talks to Peter who then decides if the matter is worth troubling the Master or not. These beggars are a nuisance. Look at how they are dressed. Look at how they act. Look at how they cry for help. Jesus has more important things to do than to be bothered by such insignificant people.
 Of course, we know that the crowd was wrong. We’d never do that, would we?

Yet it happens today. It happens when a church spends more time discussing the style of its sanctuary than it does the needs of the hungry. It happens when a church is known more for its stance on an issue than its reliance upon God. It happens today. Just like it happened then.

It is easy for us to want to get on with “ministry,” with what we suppose are the agendas of the kingdom, and forget that God’s agendas demand that we serve people in need. We must exercise sufficient faith in our Lord’s authority and concern so that no one else’s impatient dismissal of our need will hinder our dependence on God.

Well, that’s too convicting, so let’s move on!

Despite the callous rebuke of the crowd, the blind men kept on. They were highly motivated and they were persistent. When they were rebuked, they reacted by crying out all the more. They said the same words as before; they wanted the Lord, the Son of David, to take pity on them, so they kept repeating their candid request.

A Considerate Response 

Then it happened. To the amazement of the crowd, probably the disciples, and even the blind men themselves, Jesus stopped the procession. We read in verses 32-34,

“What do you want me to do for you?” he asked. 

“Lord,” they answered, “we want our sight.” 

Jesus had compassion on them and touched their eyes. Immediately they received their sight and followed him.

Everyone thought Jesus was too busy for these blind beggars. But Jesus had compassion on them and healed them.
 Jesus heard them in spite of the clamor. And of all the people, it was the blind who really saw Jesus.

Jesus stopped, welcomed them into His presence, and asked how He could help them: “What do you want Me to do for you?” Isn’t that wonderful? Don’t rush past those two important words: for you. Jesus lived every moment of His life for others. While the exuberant crowd seemed to care only about themselves, and while the disciples wrangled over who was greatest among them, Jesus turned His attention to the lowliest members of society, stooped down, and served them!

Jesus’ question may seem strange, even laughable. There is a lesson here, though. Although the men’s need for sight was obvious, Jesus allowed them to voice their need; then He acted from His compassion. God knows the pain in His people’s lives. Whether He gives us the strength to endure pain or heals us in response to prayer, it is not because we have mastered formulas of prayer. It is because He cares for us intimately.

The greatest thing that could be done for them was that they be given sight. And Jesus responded. He was moved with compassion; the crowd had been ready to silence these men and keep them out of the way, but Jesus was too compassionate for such harsh treatment of people in need. For a moment He ignores the great crowds of people thronging around Him and concentrates on two insignificant men in need.

Matthew gives us insight into Jesus’ inner motive for His service. Some people serve others because they get paid to do it. Others serve to score points with people around them. Others serve to fulfill some vow, social obligation, or religious requirement. Jesus, however, served because He was “moved with compassion.” His empathy fueled His desire for service.

“That’s nice,” you might be thinking. “But what does that have to do with sharpening my spiritual skill of empathy?”

Fair question.

I believe there are lessons we can learn from this event in the life of Jesus for our own lives today. First, as we walk with Jesus along the road we call “life,” there will be those in our pathway who are in need. They may be yelling for help or they may suffer in silence, feeling too insignificant or too embarrassed to speak up for themselves. But they are there. They need our attention, our aid. And they often show up right when we are in the middle of doing something great for God. At least we’re doing something for God.

Second, there will always been hostility toward those in need from those we least expect. It wasn’t the Romans or Gentiles who were telling the blind men to shut up; it was Jesus’ followers. People are not interruptions or obstacles to our ministry; they are opportunities to minister and are the real purpose of ministry. We are not called to build and maintain church buildings or programs or budgets; we are called to serve people, especially “the least of these My brothers (and sisters).”

Third, when we decide to show empathy and meet the needs of those around us, don’t be surprised when the hostility toward the needy is redirected toward you. Showing empathy puts us in the crossfire, and the hostility aimed at others will now be aimed at us. Don’t let that keep you from doing what’s right.

Finally, don’t let the busyness of your schedule, the antipathy of those around you, or the messiness of those in need keep you from displaying empathy. 

Stop. 

Listen. 

Learn. 

Do what you can. 

You may not be able to restore sight or heal physical or mental illness, but you can do something. Taking the time, the energy, the focus, and the compassion to step into the other person’s shoes means a lot.

It can make that person’s day.

It could change their life.
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