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A HEALING TOUCH


"Unclean! Unclean!" Stay away! I am contagious!"


I have leprosy--a skin disease that is highly contagious. According to Leviticus 13:45-46, the Law says that I am to wear torn clothes and to keep my hair messed up. And every time I meet someone on the road, I am to cover my lip and cry out the warning, "Unclean, unclean!" I am commanded to live alone, outside of town. 


It's kind of like being a NC State Wolfpack fan living in Northern Virginia. You're all alone, but you get used to it.


There are all kinds of leprosy, you know. Some are mild cases, like dandruff, and some cases of leprosy are so severe that your fingers and toes rot and then fall off. We are very contagious, you know. To protect the rest of society, we are required to stay away from everyone and are not permitted to work where someone might touch us. We are the outcasts of society. The leper is a living corpse haunting the edges of the community he/she can no longer enter. 1


The priest says whether you are "in" or "out” of the community. We didn't have any medical doctors in Jesus' day, so the priests in the temple were the only doctors we knew. If you think you have leprosy or if you think you are healed of leprosy, you go to the priest and the priest makes a decision. The priest cannot cure; he can only examine and declare what he finds. If you have it, you must stay away from everybody. If you are no longer sick, you offer a sacrifice and are pronounced both "cured" and "clean.” To be “cured” of leprosy is to be free of the physical disease. To be ceremonially "clean,” however, is to be allowed to join the rest of society--in homes, on the road, at work, and in the temple. 


Word was already out about this Jesus of Nazareth. He had healed many people there in Capernaum. And now he was coming to my town in Galilee.  I knew he could heal me, too. "If you choose, you can make me clean," I said. And Jesus said, "I do choose. Be clean!" Immediately the leprosy left me, and I was clean!


Have you seen the cartoon of Jesus talking to a spotted leopard? Jesus says to the leopard, “Lepers . . . . I heal lepers!” Jesus healed me, the leper! Well, I’m really more than my disease. But isn’t that what you do? You call someone a diabetic or a cripple. I am more than my disease!

But Jesus did something even more remarkable than heal me. He stretched out his hand and touched me. He touched me! Elisha never touched Naaman, an army commander with leprosy! Elisha knew the danger. Rather than be near someone with leprosy, Elisha sent a messenger out to talk to Naaman! Touch him? Elisha the prophet would not go near him!  It's dangerous to touch someone who is proclaimed "unclean" not only because we are physically contagious but also because that makes you "unclean,” too. 


What kind of rabbi is this who risks becoming impure himself? If Jesus were pronounced unclean, he would become a living corpse haunting the edges of communities he could no longer enter. And remarkably, that's what happened. And it's my fault. Oh, I remember clearly what Jesus said that day. Your Bible’s translation is mild. You hear in your Bible, Jesus sternly warned him and sent him away (1:43), but in reality Jesus snorted at me and threw me out. He snorted strongly: “Medeni meden: Nothing to no one!” "See that you say nothing to no one; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your cleansing what Moses commanded, as a witness to them." 


I heard what he said, but I didn't do what he said. I told everything to everyone! I went out and began to preach about Jesus. I spread the word about Jesus. And because of my big mouth, Jesus could no longer go into a town openly but stayed out in the country where people came to him. How ironic! Jesus touches me and makes me whole and now I am free to go in and out of towns as I please. And Jesus, who risked so much for me, became a living corpse haunting the edges of communities he could no longer enter. Jesus risked a lot when he touched me, and he paid a high price for that healing touch. 

AN ANGRY SHOUT

But that is why I came to this Jesus of Nazareth in the first place. I saw in him what I have not seen in other religious leaders. You see, I'm on to this religious game that so many play. They tell me that I am to look awful and shout "Unclean, unclean!" and stay away from everyone because I am contagious, that I am a threat to the physical health of society. And I guess I am. 


But that's not all. They call me "unclean,” which is a religious word. They don't want me to sit by them in church because they are afraid I will make their place of worship "unclean.” It's not just the physical disease. Leprosy is not as much a disease as a form of religious impurity. Good, religious people consider me an “outcast” and “out of touch” because they believe I am an outcast from God. Most religious persons say I am "unclean" and that I have leprosy because I am being punished by God. They say that I am so sinful that God is sending this hideous disease on me as a visible punishment for my invisible sin. 
Look what happened to Elisha’s servant when he took payment for the miracle of Naaman’s healing. In 2 Kings 5:27, Elisha says to Gehazi, “Therefore, the leprosy of Naaman shall cling to you and to your descendants forever.” There is it right there in your Bible. A prophet of God pronounces a curse of leprosy because of Gehazi’s sin. Most religions see illnesses and suffering as punishment from God. 

And those religious persons are afraid that I will mess up their religion--spoil their place of worship-- if I come to worship with them. "Out of sight, out of mind and out of touch!” they say. And out of God's grace, they think. 


That's why I came to Jesus of Nazareth. He's not like that. Once Jesus said, “Those who are well have no need of a doctor, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but the sinners” (Mark 2:17) And so, I was not surprised at all when he touched me.


All of my life, religious people have pushed me away and said, "Unclean! Unworthy! You can't come in here! Stay with your own kind!" But this gentle man with the healing touch welcomed me. And you know, I sensed that he did not believe that God was punishing me for some sin or evil in my life. And that attitude is where the healing begins. 


Jesus was angry that day. You can look it up in your Bible in verse 41. The footnote tells you that instead of the word “pity,” some manuscripts say that Jesus was moved by anger. Jesus was moved by anger. Maybe that’s why Jesus snorted at me and cast me out. He wasn’t angry at me. Jesus was angry at religion that punishes the sick and the weak and exalts the healthy and the strong.

If you read Mark’s account about the good news, you will discover that Jesus shouts a lot. To the unclean spirit in the man Jesus shouts, “Shut up and come out of him!” (1:25). After waking up in a boat Jesus shouts to the windstorm, “Be quiet! Be still!” (4:39). To Peter, his best friend, Jesus shouts, “Get behind me, Satan!” (8:33). Out of his anger Jesus says to those around him, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them!” (10:14). Mark says that Jesus shouts a lot.


Jesus was angry. Pity is not the reason for this healing. Jesus was waging a comprehensive campaign against every ungodly power and prejudice that keeps the powerless and the weak under the domination system that religion so often blesses. Jesus touched me and demonstrated that his power to heal is greater than the fear of contamination. Sadly, Jesus' followers have often forgotten this or have lacked the courage to act on it, fearing that contact with the "unclean" will stain the church's reputation or personal piety. No wonder Jesus was angry; for Jesus always attacked that brand of theology that assumes that God sends leprosy or cancer or disaster on persons because of their sinfulness.  


All of us with leprosy are told the lie long enough that we begin to believe it ourselves. Good church people tell us that we are being punished by God, that we are not worthy to participate in church and in society, that we are not good enough or smart enough or moral enough to be with the "in" crowd. Those of us with leprosy begin to call ourselves “lepers” and define our total being by our illness. 

But you are not like most church folk, are you? You are an open and inclusive church--an accepting church. You know what it's like to be excluded, don't you? You are holding in your hand this morning a bandage to cover your wound. Perhaps your wound is physical, or emotional, or social, or spiritual. We are all living corpses haunting the edges of communities we assume we are not allowed to enter.

Do you know how I responded to being healed by Jesus? He snorted, “Say nothing to no one!” but I told everything to everyone. You look around this room today to see who’s here. I look around this room to see who is not here! Look around at the empty spaces in this room today and imagine someone you know sitting there. 


Who among us today is a living corpse haunting the edges of the community and assuming he or she is not welcome to enter? Divorced persons often feel leprous in church. Those having trouble with their children? Those with HIV and/or AIDS? Those addicted to gambling, alcohol, drugs or sex? Those suffering from depression or other psychological disorders? That student in your school who doesn’t appear to have any friends? What about homosexuals, the homeless, the unemployed, the poor, the rich? Look around at the empty seats and imagine the face of someone who needs the healing touch of that bandage in your hand this morning. 
I think you know what it means to be touched by the healing hand of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus' body is no longer with us. Or is he? We are the body of Christ. Christ has no feet except our feet, no eyes but our eyes, no ears but our ears, no mouth but our mouth, and no healing hands except our hands. We go, living out our discipleship in daily life being Christ’s representatives to those whose lives ours touch.
When is the last time you touched a leper in the name of Jesus?  If not you, then who? If not here, where? If not now, when? During the discipline of silence, please look around at the empty spaces in this room and imagine placing Jesus’ bandage on someone who needs the healing touch of Jesus. 
1 Fred Craddock, Preaching the New Common Lectionary, Year B: Epiphany, page 159
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