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A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he said to him, “If you choose, you can make me clean.” Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, “I do choose. Be made clean!”
The Touch of Yes

In Mark’s gospel story this morning, Jesus touches a leper and makes him clean. While the story is another important instance of Jesus’ divine authority over sickness, disease, and unclean spirits, there is something else at work here. The leper comes begging like so many socially outcast people’s learn to do, and says, “IF you choose, …you can make me clean.” The leper shows that the premise of his question is that of course there are people aplenty who do NOT choose to help make him clean, and that Jesus might be another one of them! The man has doubtless encountered many of such people, because his question, while genuine, allows for the distinct possibility of rejection, of a “No, I do not choose.”

Some translations read that Jesus was moved with pity or compassion, but others read that he was moved with anger or indignation. In either case, Jesus’ action is the same: to reach out and touch the leprous, unclean man. The ambiguity in translation shows that the reign of God is about making whole; but it also allows for Jesus’ anger at a system that had taught this man to expect/assume rejection.

Now this is good news for you and me. In the geography of our physical bodies, our past experiences, and our inner life, there is no area considered too untouchable, too shameful, for Jesus’ touch. The parts of ourselves we want to put into exile, deny, and avoid, God accepts, loves, and transforms. Jesus’ touch of the unclean leper shows that God claims your uncleanness, my uncleanness, and the world’s uncleanness as God’s own. “You are mine,” God says, “All of you. And why? Because I love you, period.” And that’s what love does: it claims the uncleanness as its own, and brings you from exile back home to God.” I won’t get on the soap box about the way culture uses shame to sell goods, especially when it comes to our bodies, except to say that God doesn’t need you to have abs or buns of steel to be lovable. And the same goes for your inner life: God claims your biggest failures as much as your greatest successes; because that’s what love does. It claims the whole person as love’s own: memories, dreams, relationships, angers, resentments, failures, regrets—God claims them all, because more that anything else, God wants all of you—your whole life.

Now there’s another part of the good news in the story of Jesus’ healing the leper; and a brief description of leprosy may be helpful. Leprosy as a disease was any mixture of color and texture in a house, a garment, or a person. So for example a house with spots of mold on the walls—as many houses in New Orleans show—may have been considered leprous. On a person, leprosy was not necessarily the disease defined as leprosy in medical journals today; it was any blotchy section of skin, such as psoriasis, the discoloration of a bite or bruise or rash. Most of us today would have several situations when we would be considered leprous. The priest was supposed to determine whether or not the house, garment, or person was leprous, and then if so, continue with the prescribed ritual purification to restore the person.

During the ritual cleansing process of a person, he or she had to stay outside of the community because the disease was considered highly contagious. Even more, to read from the book of laws, Leviticus chapter 13, verse 44 and following: “the person who has the leprous disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head be disheveled, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out ‘Unclean! Unclean!’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.” 

With these requirements, it’s no wonder that leprosy shifted quickly from a physical issue to a social issue. What began as a physical condition requiring priestly acts of cleansing for the health and restoration of the person into the community quickly became a social condition that warranted exclusion of certain people from the community in the name of religious purity. Theologically speaking, what began as an unclean outward state becomes the outward manifestation—the result—of an inner unclean state. The religious authorities, and the culture at large, now was interpreting leprosy as the consequence of personal sins in the person, so that the person—not the leprosy--was unclean. Leprosy had gone from a cause of uncleanness to the symptom of an unclean person. Society, then, had a reason to warrant exclusion of certain persons because their affliction was interpreted as a sign of God’s judgment on them, and they must be kept out at all costs. Now it was no longer the leprosy being exiled; it was very clearly the person being exiled in the name of purity and holiness.

It had become a system designed to keep out: to alienate, exclude, and isolate, and once you were on the outside it was impossible to get back on the inside. Just imagine the visual of a person with unkempt hair, tattered clothes, a covered lip, shouting “Unclean!”—noone wants that person back in the community even if the leprosy itself is healed! If not leprosy itself, the isolation, the exile, the dirtiness might catch. The religious system had perfected the way to keep the isolated isolated; to keep the exiled in exile. The community felt safe and right with God as long as the clear boundary was up between them and the leper, or woman with blood, or Samaritan, or Gentile person. 

By touching the man with leprosy, Jesus crossed the boundary and set the man free from his physical infirmity. But more disturbing to the religious and political system of his time, Jesus set the man free from his social isolation, his exile from the community keeping him out. Jesus risks his own impurity to heal the man’s alienation, bring him back inside the community, and make him belong again. 

The church over the centuries has struggled over its identity either as a hotel for saints or a hospital for sinners. The problem is that it has always read the story as though the church is in the role of Jesus. But if we are the leper, you and I, and if the church is the leper, the story changes—we are the ones who our Lord took a risk on; we are the ones who were isolated but were brought inside; we are the ones who were carefully kept out but now belong. And all because Jesus stretched out his arm across the boundary of impurity and touched us. 

If we are to be about the hard work of following Jesus, we must begin with the task of recognizing our own leprosy, our own healing story of belonging because someone took a risk to include us. Then we may begin considering who to us is considered leprous—who have our religious and social contexts kept out because of an ancient purity code? Which is to ask, “who are we called to stretch out our hand to, and touch?”
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