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“Who Touched Whom?”


Last week I was on a ship - a plane - a train - a taxi and a bus.  Anyone here been on a bus or a subway or a train this week?  How many of you this week entered a public building and had to push or pull open the door?  Has anyone recently ridden an escalator or taken a stairway, and held the handrail? How many of you have pushed a grocery cart this week?  I think we got just about everybody, and some of you we got multiple times.  When you find yourself in all of these public environments we have become more aware of one particular thing - GERMS!  Dirt - Bacteria - Microbes - the things that make you sick!  Before people figured out that it is bacteria and viruses that spread disease, getting sick was a scary, unknown, and unexpected event.  Who got sick, why they got sick, why they got well, or didn’t . . .it all was a mystery.


Writing a sermon is so much easier when the concerns of today are the same as the concerns of the people from Jesus’ day.  True - back then they didn’t know what germs, microbes, or bacteria were.  But they knew what Leprosy was.  They didn’t know what caused it, but they knew and they didn’t want it!  Back then they didn’t understand much about Leprosy, or they would understand that it would take prolonged contact before you’d ever be at risk of getting it. 


Now let’s not be too hard on them.  It wasn’t that long ago that we were very similar to them.  In the 80's we became aware of this new disease called AIDS!  There was no known cure for it.  It was viewed as a death sentence.  No one was exactly sure how you got it but they knew they didn’t want it!  There were stories of a person with AIDS using a pen and then another person would take a rag or some protective device and push that pen into a trash can as though it had become Hazardous Waste.  Doctors would refuse to treat them.  Group Homes were made to give them a place to live apart from regular society.  AIDS victims were the Lepers of our Society.


To be a Leper in Jesus’ day was more than a death sentence.  There was nothing wrong with the Levitical mandates that kept all “lepers” “outside the camp.” The practice made good, hygienic sense.  But being branded as a leper was not just a diagnosis. It was a cultural death sentence.  Those infected were forever forbidden to participate in normal social life.  Those infected had to relinquish family ties.  Those infected had to abandon all social relationships. They were not allowed into the Synagogue.  Those infected had all human touch removed from their lives.  The enforced isolation required by Levitical law made a physical disease into 

a spiritual disease, both for those suffering from leprosy, and for those who imposed the law and turned away the lepers in their community.  Those with leprosy had their spirit deflated by loneliness and isolation.  Those who cast out the lepers had their spirit hardened and callused 

against having compassion for another.  


Every age, every nation, every community, every religion, has its particular lepers. Every culture labels certain people lepers.  The lepers in our midst are the ones we fear, the ones who we feel endanger us, the ones who remind us of our own weaknesses, the ones we do not want to see.  In fact, one of the best ways to understand the history of America is to see it as a kind of “leper colony,”  or leper continent.  For example, at different points in history, The Puritans who fled England to practice their faith were “lepers” to the hard-liners in the Church of England.  In many ways, the African Slaves were treated like Lepers.  The Irish immigrants were the “lepers” to those of English heritage.  The eastern European immigrants were the 

“lepers” to the western Europeans.  And leprosy, as ever, continues to be a “skin disease.” 

Leprosy lets us single out and be fearful of whatever skin is different than our own: black skin, white skin, brown skin, yellow skin, red skin.  Since 9/11 it has been too easy to put the leper label on all Muslims.  


After Jesus’ crucifixion, when the disciples were still hiding out in Jerusalem, the Bible says this: “the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked, for fear of the Jews” What a strange a situation! Who were the disciples afraid of?  The disciples were Jews.  The disciples are afraid of their own people.   Within each one of us are the germs of our own form of “leprosy,” our weaknesses,  our pet hatreds, our obsessions, our fears, our desires, our diagnoses.  We are always afraid of ourselves.  We are afraid of our true selves, and we often project onto others what we most fear or dislike in ourselves.  We can’t forgive others if we can’t forgive ourselves. 


This Gospel lesson from Mark made me realize something that is unique to Christianity.

Most religions are trying to find ways to reach out to God.  For the Christian -  God reaches out to US!  God reached out to us by sending the Prophets and John the Baptist.  They came to tell us that God would be reaching out to us in sending the Messiah - Jesus Christ - God’s Son.  When Jesus came to earth he Physically reached out to those others would refuse to touch.  He reached out to the Blind, to the Deaf, to the Prostitutes, to the Tax Collectors to the woman who was hemorrhaging, and he reached out to the Lepers.  Jesus reached out to those who others refused to reach out to.


Today we reflect on how Jesus healed this man of a dread disease, and asked only one thing in return.  Silence.  But Jesus was asking the impossible.  Here was a Leper, who never thought he’d be able to hug his children again, or embrace his wife.  He was not allowed to be a part of the religious community.  But Jesus made him clean!  His life has been restored.  And Jesus wants him to be Quiet???!!!  How can he KEEP from singing!!!  When Christ touches your life in such a profound way - you can’t HELP but share it!  Mark tells us that this man 

"went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news.”  As a result, Mark explained, "Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places. Yet the people still came to him from everywhere."


Jesus' primary mission was not to heal the sick.  There simply were too many of them and there was only one of him. His primary mission, was to proclaim the coming of the kingdom of God and to create a community of people, the church, to carry on his work of salvation, including his ministry of healing.   


Still, he confronted a problem.  There were all these sick people coming to him and he was a compassionate man.  He didn't want to turn anyone away who had need of him.  They, in turn, couldn't keep quiet about what he had done for them.  It was a vicious cycle.  He healed, they spread the word, and therefore, there were that many more people to heal.  So, even though healing was not his primary objective, people came in droves to be healed.  It got so bad that he had to slip into towns unnoticed.  It was interfering with what he had primarily come to do.  He could not help caring about people.  They could not help telling about the wonderful things he had done. God reaches out to us, even when we feel untouchable!  We all need to be reached out to at some time or other.  


There is a story about a New York City policeman investigating a case.  Dialing the phone on 1 day of an investigation, he somehow knew before he had even finished dialing, that he'd made a mistake.  The phone rang once, twice, then someone picked it up.  "You've got the wrong number!" a husky male voice snapped before the line went dead.  Mystified, the policeman hit redial. "I said you got the wrong number!" came the voice.  Once more the phone clicked down.  "How could he possibly know I had the wrong number?" the policeman asked himself.  A cop is trained to be curious and concerned.  So he dialed a third time. "Hey, c'mon," the voice said.  "Is this you again?"  "Yea, it's me. I was wondering how you knew I had the wrong number before I even said anything."  "You figure it out!" The phone slammed down. 

He sat there for a while, the receiver hanging loosely in his fingers.  He called the man back. "Did you figure it out yet?" the man asked.  "The only thing I can think of is nobody ever calls you."  "You got it!" The phone went dead for the fourth time.  Chuckling, the officer dialed the man back.  "What do you want now?" asked the man.  "I thought I'd call - just to say hello." 

"Hello? Why?"  "Well, if nobody ever calls you, I thought maybe I should."  


Sometimes our sinfulness makes us feel like we are untouchable in the eyes of God.  So when God DOES call us - we’re sure he MUST have a wrong number.  We keep hanging up on him.  But God continues to reach out to us.  Eventually, we decide to accept God’s call.  It’s God, who brings joy to the sorrowful, peace to the troubled and healing to the lepers.  God, who embraces the lonely in the shadow of his wings, who fills the empty, and who guides those who are without hope.   


"And behold a leper came to him and kneeling before him said: If you will you can make me clean.  Jesus reached out and touched the man, saying, "I am willing; be clean."  Our sins have made us unclean.  Jesus makes us clean.  How can we keep from singing God’s praises?

Amen!
