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 “What do you want me to do for you?” 
- Jesus (Mark 10:51) 

 
I. Is it okay to pray for ourselves? 
 
Over the last two weeks, we have been learning a simple form of prayer I’ve been calling the 
Four Bows. The First Bow is gratitude: bowing before the gift of life itself. The Second Bow is 
prayer for others: turning our attention toward those who need healing, courage, comfort, 
justice, or peace. 
 
Today we come to the Third Bow: praying for ourselves—which sounds simple until we 
actually try to do it honestly. 
 
For some people, this is not difficult. Some of us are quite practiced at asking God to help us, 
bless us, guide us, protect us, fix our problems, and maybe, while God is at it, adjust a few 
other people who are making our lives difficult. 
 
But for others of us, praying for ourselves can feel strangely uncomfortable. With so much pain 
in the world, who are we to ask God for help with our comparatively small troubles? Isn’t that 
selfish? Then again, do we even deserve help, given the ways we disappoint God, others, and 
ourselves? 
 
Jesus’ answer seems to be yes. 
 
When Jesus is asked what matters most, he does not say only, “Love God.” Nor does he say 
only, “Love your neighbor.” He says the greatest commandments are these: Love God with all 
your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
That last phrase matters. If you do not love yourself — if you do not listen to your own soul, 
tend your own wounds, or take your own needs seriously — then please do not love me as 
you love yourself. Please do not love your neighbor that way either. Self-neglect is not the same 
thing as love. Self-erasure is not the same thing as humility. 
 
This is why flight attendants tell us that, if the cabin loses pressure, we are to place the oxygen 
mask over our own face before helping someone else. That is not because our life matters 
more than theirs. It is because we may be of very little help to anyone else if we are gasping for 
air ourselves. 
 
The same is true spiritually. Praying for ourselves is not taking attention away from the suffering 
of the world. It is allowing God to heal the part of us that is trying to respond to the suffering 
of the world. 
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II. “Do you want to be made well?” 
 
Yet, asking for what we need is not always as simple as it sounds. Because before Jesus asks 
Bartimaeus, “What do you want me to do for you?” he asks another person an even stranger 
question: “Do you want to be made well?” 
 
In the fifth chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus encounters a man who has been ill for thirty-eight 
years, lying near a pool associated with healing. Jesus sees him, learns that he has been in this 
condition a long time, and asks, “Do you want to be made well?” 
 
At first, that question sounds absurd. Of course he wants to be made well! Why else would he 
be there?   
 
Perhaps Jesus’ question is wiser than it first appears. I do not mean this as a judgment on the 
man, or on anyone who lives with long-term pain or illness. I mean it as a mercy for all of us. 
Because after enough time, even suffering can become familiar. Even limitation can become 
identity. Even the chains that bind us can begin to feel like the only security we know. 
 
Sometimes we do not want healing as much as we want relief. Sometimes we want God to 
make our pain more manageable, but not necessarily to change the life we have built around it. 
We want comfort, but not freedom.  
 
I know something about that. At one point in my life, after a traumatic experience, I carried a 
diagnosis of PTSD. I will not go into the details, because the details are not the point. What I 
can say is that I prayed for healing. I wanted relief. I wanted peace. Yet somewhere along the 
way, I realized something uncomfortable: part of me did not actually want to be healed. Not 
fully. Because my wound had become a wall, and that wall, painful as it was, also made me feel 
safe. If I were healed, I would have to trust people again, risk disappointment again, and open 
myself to relationships that might be life-giving, but could also hurt. I wanted God to make the 
pain stop. I was less sure I wanted God to make me free. 
 
I share that because I suspect many of us know what it is like for a wound to become a wall. 
 
That is why Jesus’ question is not cruel. It is searching. “Do you want to be made well?” asks 
whether we want relief only, or whether we are ready for the freedom healing may require. 
 
III. “What do you want me to do for you?” 
 
Then we come to Bartimaeus. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is leaving Jericho with his disciples and a 
large crowd. Bartimaeus, a blind beggar, is sitting by the roadside. When he hears that Jesus of 
Nazareth is passing by, he begins to cry out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” 
 
The crowd tells him to be quiet. 
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That detail matters. Bartimaeus is not only physically blind. He is socially positioned. He is 
roadside. He is begging. He is treated as an interruption. The crowd assumes that the best thing 
he can do is lower his voice and stay in his place. 
 
But Bartimaeus will not be quiet. He cries out even more loudly. And then Jesus stops. He does 
not let the crowd’s impatience define the moment. He does not let Bartimaeus be reduced to 
an interruption. He does not let the people around him decide whose pain is worth attending 
to. 
 
Jesus says, “Call him here.” Then Bartimaeus throws off his cloak, springs up, and comes to 
Jesus. And Jesus asks him, “What do you want me to do for you?” 
 
That question may sound almost as strange as the one in John 5. Isn’t it obvious? He is blind. He 
is begging. He is crying for mercy. What else would he want? 
 
But Jesus does not assume. Jesus does not reduce Bartimaeus to the most visible fact about his 
life. Over time, I have known blind people who do not consider blindness to be their largest 
problem. Now, in this story, Bartimaeus does ask to receive his sight. That is what he wants. 
But Jesus gives him the dignity of saying so. 
 
Jesus’ question is not information-gathering. Jesus is restoring agency. Bartimaeus has lived in a 
world that has already named him: blind, beggar, burden. Jesus gives him the dignity of naming 
himself. 
 
The poet David Whyte says that “the moment you’ve uttered the exact dimensionality of your 
exile, you’re already taking the path back.” 
 
That phrase — “the exact dimensionality of your exile” — is worth lingering over. Whyte is 
not talking about vague spiritual discomfort. He is talking about the courage to name the 
particular shape of our not-belonging, the particular contour of our loneliness, fear, grief, 
resentment, or longing. Not simply, “I am hurting,” but “Here is where I feel cut off from love.” 
Not simply, “I am stuck,” but “Here is the place where I have stopped trusting life.”  
 
There is something about that kind of precision that begins to loosen the chain. The longing we 
cannot speak remains vague enough to avoid, but powerful enough to shape our lives. So when 
we finally say, with honesty and specificity, “This is the exile I am living in,” we have already 
begun to turn toward home. 
 
That is beautiful. And it is true. Yet Bartimaeus helps us see why it is also not enough. Because 
exile is not always something we create for ourselves. Sometimes exile is where the world has 
placed us. Sometimes exile is reinforced by the crowd telling us to be quiet. Sometimes exile is 
the name others have given us until we start to believe it is our own. 
 
So when Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?” he is giving Bartimaeus back his 
voice. He is giving him the dignity of desire. He is letting him speak the shape of his exile so he 
can begin the journey home. 
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That is the Third Bow. It begins with enough honesty to ask, “Do I really want to be healed?” 
And it deepens into enough courage to say, “Here is the exact shape of my longing.” 
 
So when we come to the Third Bow, we are not trying to solve our whole life in one prayer. 
We are not trying to diagnose ourselves or create a five-step plan for spiritual improvement. 
The practice is simpler than that, but it requires more honesty. 
 
In the Third Bow, I am simply trying to become honest enough to name, with as much precision 
as I can, my deepest and highest need for this day. Not the need I think I should have. Not the 
need that sounds most spiritual. My truest need. 
 
What do I actually need from God today? 
 
And then I ask for it. 
 
Sometimes the answer comes quickly. More often, I simply make the prayer, then enter the day 
with curiosity. Because the world is God’s palette. The Spirit may answer through a song, an 
article, an unexpected conversation, or a stray thought on the way from my car to the office. 
 
The Third Bow is not only about asking. It is about asking, then paying attention. 
 
IV. Practicing the Third Bow 
 
That is where we are headed now. Our meditation this morning will take the place of our 
pastoral prayer. Although we have now covered three bows in this series, today we will 
practice only two of them. 
 
We will begin where Four Bows always begins: not with need, but gratitude. 
 
Since this is Mother’s Day weekend, I invite you, in this first movement of prayer, to give thanks 
for your mother. For some of us, that may come easily. For others, this may be tender, 
complicated, or painful. If giving thanks for your biological mother does not feel possible or 
honest today, give thanks for a mother figure in your life — someone who nurtured, protected, 
welcomed, challenged, or helped you become more fully yourself. 
 
Then, after a time of gratitude, we will move to the Third Bow. I will invite you to let Jesus’ 
questions become your own: 
 
“Do you want to be made well?” 
 
And then: 
 
“What do you want me to do for you?” 
 


