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     What is Jesus really doing?  That is the question that Mark wants us to keep asking.  The many healings and exorcisms are NOT to convince us of the deity of Jesus at this point as much as they are to get us to think, what is he up to?  What is his mission?  

     Once again we are faced with a story of Jesus being confronted with a challenge and responding to that challenge.  It doesn’t take Mark long to give the story.  He is brief and to the point once again.  A leper came to him begging him.  It would be easy to skip over this quickly and simply see it as another sick person for Jesus to heal.  He would simply be one of a long line now that has come to Jesus.  However, by including THIS account Mark ups the anti considerably.  A leper represents another whole level of issues for Jesus to deal with.

     Lepers were ritually and religiously unclean.  In fact, when they approach others they are to call out “UNCLEAN, UNCLEAN.”  Whether this man did that we are not told.  Leprosy designated a wide variety of skin diseases in that day.  Some were more serious than others.  We are not told the extent of this man/s illness, only that he had leprosy.  And having leprosy meant being isolated and shunned!
     The leper call out to Jesus If you choose, you can make me clean.  Note he doesn’t say “if you are able.”  He is aware that there would be some who would NOT choose to heal him, even if they could.  After all – he was unclean!  He expressed no doubt about whether or not Jesus had the ability to heal him.  In his mind it was simply a matter of whether he would want to.  And Jesus responds: I do choose, be made clean!  

     This marks the radical difference in Jesus’ ministry.  He is confronted by the ostracized of his day.  The lepers were separated from family, friends and all public life.  They could not seek employment, not enter the commercial world.  They were not allowed in places of worship.  They were kept outside the community looking in.  It would be like being on the outside of a glass wall observing the vitality of life inside, but not able to have any part of it themselves.

     Have you ever felt like that?  I know I have.  I suspect that may of us have had times when we felt isolated, left out and perhaps unworthy.  But thank God Jesus says to us too “I do choose, be made whole!”  
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     However, I wonder, are there comparable people in our society?  Are there those who are excluded from our places of worship?  Who would the untouchables, or the unwelcomed be? …… Who today in our society might be treated like the lepers of Jesus’ day?  (get responses)

     Jesus’ response gives us a glimpse of the drastic difference his mission is calling him and us to be willing to take.  Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him.  Or as some translate it “move with anger”.  The word here translated is difficult to determine as it has the force of having one’s intestines turned.  Perhaps being deeply moved might give the strength of Jesus’ reaction.  Pity is not a diminished emotion. Perhaps it might reflect our response to the devastation of the Katrina, or the airplane crash that killed 50 people this week-end.  

     In fact, Jesus’ reaction was one to put himself at risk.  And he expects no less of us.  His touching the untouchable could have caused him to join the leper colony himself.  Jesus became vulnerable in his reaching out to help this man.  His ministry was not long distance. He knew risk!
              His work of forgiving placed him among sinners

                “        “      encouragement  “        “          the hopeless

                “        “      healing              “         “          the diseased

                “        “      new life             “         “          the dead 
     Healing the leper was not simply a health issue but was multifaceted:  it had effects upon the domestic, social, religious, economic and medical aspects of this man’s life.  What is Jesus really doing?  What does he call us to do?  Its answer is complex.  It is to know that people matter more than organizations, institutions, and traditions.  Jesus challenged them all!  While they are all present and necessary in our world, they sometimes can be so focused on their own self-preservation that they get in the way of life for those they are created to serve.  This is true of the church as well as other institutions.  

      Are we prepared to break barriers as Jesus did?  Are we ready to put people first?  And yet, we see Jesus instruct the leper to go to the priest to be declared clean.  He uses the traditions to bring about newness of life and healing.  

     Are we ready to seek the new spiritual leader for this congregation who will challenge structures with the intensity and commitment we see in our scripture lesson today?   But if we are, we will have to be ready to follow with the same measure of determination to be Christ-like.  For to be a disciple, a follower of Christ, is not left up to our spiritual leaders alone.  It is a call for all of us when we call ourselves Christian -  Christ in me.  
     We have the opportunity to challenge our culture, to confront its institutions and perhaps too even call the religious community to task at times.  Jesus was not a follower of his culture, but a shaper of it.  He did not live to maintain the status quo, but to bring us into a deeper relationship with God and our humanity.  Let us so shape our priorities that we make a difference in our world.  A difference that will result in a greater conformity to the image of Christ!  May our mission reflect the radical mission that brings new life for others and ourselves.  A life that does not separate ourselves from the untouchables, but reaches out to touch and heal.  May we be open to breaking barriers so that all may experience the wholeness of being accepted by God and God’s family.    
