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Loving the Interruptions 
 
I’m grateful that the lectionary, or the calendar of assigned church readings, has 
given us today this beloved little chapter in Mark’s Gospel, as it’s wonderful to 
imagine churches around the country, and around the world even, remembering 
today the story of Bartimeus—one of the many people who experienced a type 
of radical healing in Jesus’ presence—Bartimeus going from once blind, to 
regaining his sight—but Bartimeus is unique in that he’s one of the very few 
healed ones whose name was recorded in the scriptures….and that can be a 
powerful thing, even for us today, thinking about, and remembering a person by 
name…  
 
And so today we’re thinking about, and remembering this person who we know 
by name—Bartimeus, son of Timeus—and one of the first things we notice 
about his story, one of the first things we can admire about Bartimeus, is that 
really the only reason we know of him by name is because he dared to speak up, 
he dared to call out to Jesus.  
 
Of course, the scene that’s set is that Jesus and his followers, they were just 
then on their way out of town when Bartimeus spoke up. They were just setting 
off on the next leg of their journey. Their bags were packed, their route was set, 
and as with all travelers setting off, it’s not hard for us to imagine that they might 
have been feeling a certain impatience to get going and to keep going. They 
probably felt there wasn’t much time, or they weren’t much in the mood for a 
last minute distraction or disturbance. But then, of course, Bartimeus, the blind 
beggar, speaks up, and although the crowd tries to silence him and ignore him, 
Jesus hears him, and Jesus stops in his tracks, and stops the whole traveling 
party with him, in order to hear what Bartimeus has to say, and to attend to this 
interruption to their plans.  
 
Simply to stop and to attend to the interruption. That’s I think one of the 
timeless spiritual lessons that we can take today from the story of Bartimeus, 
and that we can learn more generally as go about studying and following the 
way of Jesus. To attend to the interruptions in life, because as this example of 
Bartimeus shows, as with so many other examples, the interruptions aren’t 
distractions from life, or from the goal of life, but the interruptions themselves 
are the very stuff of life.  
 
The Christian author C.S. Lewis put the spiritual challenge this way—he wrote:  
 



"What we must do is to stop regarding unpleasant or unexpected things 
as interruptions of real life. The truth is that interruptions are real life, the 
real life that God sends us day by day." 
 
Earlier this week I was blessed by a conversation I had with an older husband 
and wife couple who are approaching 70 years of marriage. As many of you 
know, Elizabeth and I will be getting married in just a few short weeks from now 
down in her home state of Arkansas, and so as I enter this new phase of life’s 
journey, I was eager to hear about it from those older and wiser than myself—
eager to learn maybe some of the secrets of a long and happy marriage. And in 
the spirit of so much of the self-help, life-advice given these days, I may have 
even been eager in the back of my mind, to try to learn something like the three 
secrets to a successful marriage, or something like the ten steps to a happy life 
together.  
 
What was revealed, though, over the course of this conversation, as this couple 
shared with me some of their happiest memories, some of their challenging 
moments, some of their joy and some of their grief, some of the twists and turns 
that their lives had taken, of course it became so clear by the end that as one of 
life’s great adventures, marriage is the type of thing that unfolds and takes 
shape over time, and that makes its tacks and turns largely around the 
unexpected moments of interruption—the moments when something new pops 
up and things go otherwise than had planned.  
 
So for example, You apply to a college that you doubt that you’re qualified to 
get into, but somehow they let you in, and it changes the course of your life….Or 
your oldest child, on his fourth birthday, asks for two things, two gifts for his 
birthday, a sleeping bag to go camping with, and a new baby brother. He gets 
the sleeping bag, but rather than a brother, his plans are interrupted and he gets 
a new sister instead. The war ends just before you’re eligible for the draft, or 
maybe it doesn’t. And then one day the phone rings, and there’s a new work 
opportunity offered in a new part of the country.  And then….And then…And 
then… 
 
Hearing all of the sacred twists and turns of a 70 year marriage, I couldn’t help 
but leave the conversation pondering an old Jewish quip, about how if you want 
to make God laugh, tell him your plans. (Based on an older Yiddish saying—we 
plan, God laughs).  
 
Well, so I’m still thinking about that today, and I’m thinking about Bartimeus, 
and about the Jesus way of paying special attention to the interruptions, and I 
think it’s still one of the greatest spiritual challenges we can face, the challenge 
of embracing interruptions and maybe even loving the interruptions as holy 
moments, not as distractions, but as the stuff of the real life that God sends us 
day by day. 



 
I want to end with two images that I once heard in a sermon about showing 
hospitality to the stranger (“Who’s That Knocking At My Door,” by Rev. Martin 
Copenhaver), because I think they can be helpful also on this theme of loving 
the interruptions.  
 
The first is a sort of dramatic example, I think, of what maybe we all feel from 
time to time when we’re interrupted, but what we probably know we shouldn’t 
feel. The account goes that the early 20th-century American writer Dorothy 
Parker, who was known for her wit and dark humor, she had a very distinctive 
and famous (or maybe infamous) way of answering the phone or the door when 
it interrupted her train of thought while writing…she was famous/infamous for 
picking up the phone, and rather than saying “hello” she would say in all 
seriousness, “what fresh hell is this?!” What fresh hell is this, well that’s one way 
to answer the phone, that’s one way to respond to an interruption…the Dorothy 
Parker way… 
 
Another way, another image comes from a spiritual practice from the 
Benedictine monastic community.  The monks in that community have been 
following a common order of life for the last 1500 years, and in this community 
order there are many important roles for people to play—cooking, cleaning, 
sewing, leading prayer, baking bread, chopping wood, brewing beer, making 
candles, etc., etc., but of all the roles perhaps none is as important and 
described with such reverence as the role of the “porter” of the monastery.  
 
The porter, quite basically, is the one who’s job it is to open the door to the 
monastery when someone knocks, which more often than not would likely be a 
poor person like the blind beggar Bartimeus or a weary pilgrim seeking refuge. 
The porter, in the Benedictine tradition, is given very specific instructions for 
how to open the door. St. Benedict put it this way in the original rule for the 
monastic community, he said of the porter, that “As soon as anyone knocks, the 
porter replies (out loud), ‘Thanks be to God’ or and then “with all the gentleness 
that comes from the reverence of God, he provides a prompt answer (to the 
person who knocks) with the warmth of love.” “Great care and concern are to be 
shown in receiving poor people and pilgrims,” Benedict wrote, “because in them 
more particularly Christ is received.” In the interruption, Christ is received.  
 
Let’s just picture that scene together for a moment. The monastery is quiet and 
orderly, and everything is going according to plan. The various prayers of the 
day are all being said at their appropriate times. Everyone is going about their 
set daily tasks. The bread is in the oven. The hallways have been swept clean 
and the broom is back hanging in its proper spot. And then there’s a knock on 
the door, a little interruption to the day. And the porter immediately replies, 
“Thanks be to God” as he reaches out and opens the door.  
 



Joan Chittister, a contemporary Benedictine nun and writer, has commented on 
this spiritual practice by saying quite simply, “The way we answer doors is the 
way we deal with the world.” The way we answer doors, the way we answer the 
phone…the way we attend to the interruptions…is the way we deal with the 
world, with life, with God. 
 
Bartimeus calls out, and interrupts the traveling party trying to get a good start 
to their trip. “Thanks be to God,” Jesus says, as he stops and attends to the 
interruption, as he opens the door to Bartimeus, as he opens the door to us….  
 


