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NOTE: This message was delivered in the voice of Amma Syncletica of Alexandria. The person 
and a few details of her life that I included are part of the historical record, but I used 
redemptive imagination to connect Syncletica to the Desert Father story of the 70-week fast and 
to the crowd who was with Jesus, leaving Jericho.  
 

 Hello, my name is Amma Syncletica (Amma means ‘Mother’ and Syncletica, well I’ll tell 

you what my name means later…)  
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I live just a ways outside of the city of Alexandria in Egypt with my younger sister and a handful 

of other women.1 We live in community with one another, though it took me a while to come 

to terms with the call to community. You see, for quite some time, I preferred the solitary life. 

After my parents died, I took my younger sister, who is blind, and we came out here to live in 

these tombs. Though blind, my sister was quite able to manage on her own, and so I lived in my 

little corner of these tombs, and she lived in hers.2  

Early on in our time in these tombs, I entered a very, very long period of fasting. There 

was a text of Scripture that I wanted to know the meaning of, and so I secluded myself and I 

basically fasted for 70 weeks – breaking my fast once a week, taking a small meal with my sister 

and making sure that she was set with her food for the week. And then I would go back to my 

corner and I would fast and pray. At the end of my fast, I asked the Lord if he would now reveal 

to me the meaning of a text that I was not able to understand. And the Lord was silent. How 

could this be? I had fasted and prayed for 70 weeks?! 

 And so, I went to my sister and we shared a meal, and while we were eating, I talked to 

her about the passage of Scripture that was troubling me so, and asked for her help.  

 

And immediately, an angel of the Lord appeared to me and said, “Your seventy-week fast did 

not bring you one step closer to God, but now that you have humbled yourself enough to go to 

                                                        
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desert_Mothers  
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syncletica_of_Alexandria  



 3 

your [sister], God sent me to reveal the meaning of the passage.” (Barbara Brown Taylor, Altar 

in the World, p. 91). And he did. 

 God showed me then, and in the years since as I have lived with more and more sisters 

in community, that we need other people. We need not only to truly see God, but to truly see 

other people—to encounter them. In fact, this was the meaning of the passage that I was 

struggling with for 70 weeks. The passage was from the gospel according to Mark (I like the 

gospel according to Mark the best, for it was he who began the church in Alexandria3) I read it 

for you earlier, but even before I read it for myself the first time, I knew it because I grew up 

with this story. Before my amma died, she told it to me, because my amma’s amma had told it 

to her – and so on and so forth, back 10 generations. My great, great, great, great, great, great, 

great, great grand Amma was one of the women who was with Jesus that day… that day just 

about a week before he was killed.  

My great amma was there in the crowd with Jesus when they were leaving the city of 

Jericho and there was, as usual a large group of beggars near the city gates on the roadside, 

begging. And one of them must have caught enough of the conversation surrounding Jesus to 

know who it was that was passing by. And that one called out loudly, “Jesus, Son of David, have 

mercy on me!” My great amma was one of the ones who tried to get him to be quiet. She had 

taken on a maternal and protective role in the crowd that followed Jesus… making sure that 

Jesus’ valuable time was protected. And so she rebuked the man. She could see that he was 

blind and so she took his hand to get his attention. “Quiet,” she said as she squeezed his hand. 

“The master has important things to do and important people to see.” But he wouldn’t be 

quiet. And he shouted at the top of his lungs, “Son of David, have mercy on me!”  

My great amma thought it ironic that the blind man was calling him by the title of Son of 

David, for as any good Hebrew knew, David hated the blind and the lame. They were not 

allowed into the temple (2 Samuel 5:6-10).4 And yet, this man called to Jesus as the Son of 

David. And he kept calling out, louder and louder, for mercy. No amount of shushing would stop 

him. 

                                                        
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity_in_Egypt 
 
4 https://cep.calvinseminary.edu/sermon-starters/proper-25b/?type=the_lectionary_gospel  
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Maybe you have people in your life like that… who call out and loudly demand 

attention… Maybe they are the people that the rich and the powerful in your society hate. 

Maybe these are the people you’d just as soon ignore and hang up on like telemarketers… 

Maybe these are the people whose stories you turn the page on or whose voices you turn off 

with the flick of your radio dial… Maybe these are the people who have long ago stopped 

yelling because nobody listens… instead they hold signs on street corners and at stop lights. 

Signs scrawled in all capital letters. They’re shouting, but in writing, because their voices have 

long since died away. And you carry on because you have important places to go and people to 

see. 

I think the reason my Great Grand Amma told this story and told her children to pass it 

along to their children was because of the drama of how exposed she felt in that very moment. 

Here she was, shushing the man, and Jesus stopped. He stopped and stood still and said, “Call 

him.” Suddenly this man who was on the periphery of everyone’s story, suddenly he was the 

main character. And so my Grand Amma’s hand went from shushing and shaming to lifting. “On 

your feet!” she said. “He’s calling you.” And the man threw his cloak aside and jumped to his 

feet with the energy of the children that Jesus had just said were the ones to whom the 

kingdom of God belonged. And he came to Jesus. 

 And Jesus asked him a question.  

Oh, Jesus and his questions. Did you know that Jesus only ever answered three of the 

183 questions he was asked in scripture… but he himself asked 307 questions. Jesus knew the 

power of a simple question, and he asked the man. “What do you want me to do for you?”  

My Great Grand Amma passed down a scoff in her telling of this story. “What did he 

want Jesus to do for him? Why would Jesus even have to ask that question? Wasn’t it obvious?” 

But in this question, Jesus truly encountered this man. He respected this man. Jesus did 

not assume, he asked the simple but important question: What do you want me to do for you? 

And by asking him this question, Jesus honoured the man. After all, this was what his name 

meant. Bartimaeus, as he later told my Great Grand Amma, Son of Timaeus – son of Honour. 

Jesus honoured this man by asking him the question – What do you want me to do for you? – 

and this man honoured Jesus in two ways. First, he called him Rabbi – my teacher… an intimate 
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address, only used one other place in Scripture -when Amma Mary Magdalene meets Jesus at 

the tomb. Rabboni – my teacher… And then he honours Jesus by answering the question – I 

want to see again. 

 
 Immediately, Bartimaeus received his sight. Amma said she will never forget the look in 

Bartimaeus’s eyes as he saw – truly saw – Jesus and then looked at her and they both smiled. 

And Jesus said to him in a freeing way, “Go! Your faith has healed you!” But to my Great 

Grand Amma’s surprise, he didn’t go. Instead he stayed. He stayed and he followed Jesus along 

the road with the rest of the crowd, including my Great Grand Amma, who now took 

Bartimaeus’s hand not in shaming nor in helping, but in friendship. 

 I’m not sure why I struggled for so long with the meaning of this text… Perhaps it was 

because this story had been passed down to me through so many generations. Or maybe it was 

because I had a blind sister who never did regain her sight. But when the angel told me the 

meaning of this text, I realized that this story is at the heart of all the things. It is me. It is you. It 

is you and me together. The angel said, “This story is your namesake.” My name, Syncletica, 

comes from the two Greek words, Syn means ”with” or “Together” and Cletica means “called” 

or “named.” We are called together. We are named together. Jesus, Son of David and 

Bartimaeus. My sister and me. You – as brothers and sisters together. We are called together. 

 Centuries after my life, a spiritual mother of your time, Amma Barbara Brown Taylor, 

wrote these words, “The wisdom of the Desert Fathers [and I would add mothers] includes the 

wisdom that the hardest spiritual work in the world is to love the neighbor as the self—to 

encounter another human being not as someone you can use, change, fix, help, save, enroll, 
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convince or control, but simply as someone who can spring you from the prison of yourself, if 

you will allow it” (Altar in the World, p. 93).  

 When you truly encounter another human being, you become unlocked. I think this is 

what happened to my Great Grand Amma when she saw Jesus’ encounter with Bartimaeus. 

This is certainly what happened to Bartimaeus. And this is certainly what happened to me when 

I learned the value of leaning on my sister and my sisters for help. This is the discipline I invite 

you to as well… It is so needed, my brothers and sisters – in this world where we have such a 

hard time seeing the image of God in people who do not look like us or speak like us or worship 

like us, we must encounter one another with honour and with love. 

 


