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We have in our reading from Mark this week another healing story.  While we said in the sermon last week that Jesus came primarily to preach and to show the kingdom of God, a kingdom that Jesus says is first of all within us, Mark includes in the beginning of his gospel a flurry of healing stories.  Why is that?  I believe Mark uses them to introduce us to Jesus who embodies in his own life and living many of the characteristics of the kingdom of God.
In today’s story, a leper approached Jesus with a getting-down-on-his-knees begging to heal him and to make him clean.  Lepers were isolated and cast aside from their communities for being ritually unclean and so not only did they suffer the physical effects of their disease but also the social and religious ramifications. 

I think I’ll always remember one of the most powerful moments I ever have seen on film.  In the movie, The Motorcycle Diaries, two young doctors, Ernesto Guevara and Alberto Granada, were embarked on a motorcycle trip through South America as a sort of “last fling” before settling into their practices and beginning the serious stage of their lives.  So they set out from their homes in Argentina on an old, beat up motorcycle they had cobbled together.  They left home wanting to see the world but the magic of the movie as it unfolds is how they come to love the world. 
Ernesto and Alberto are near the end of their sojourn.  Having been moved in their hearts by the pervasive poverty they had witnessed on their trip, they decided to work for a month as medical residents at a Peruvian leper colony along the Amazon River.  They immersed themselves in the lives of the people, tending not only their decaying bodies but also their fears and hopes, listening to their stories, laughing, crying, eating, playing.  After several weeks of being with these men and women and their disfiguring disease, Ernesto and Alberto were standing one day staring across the river where the lepers are housed.  When Alberto asks Ernesto what is on his mind, Ernesto says, “Look at this river.  Why is it that those who are sick live on that side of the river while all of us staff and the nuns who are well live on this side? 
A few nights later, on the eve of their departure, Ernesto and Alberto are feted by the staff at a farewell party.  With the celebration in full swing, Ernesto slips out and walks down to the river one last time with Alberto trailing behind.  As the crossing boat is nowhere in sight, Ernesto tears off his shirt and, though severely asthmatic, and against Alberto’s fevered protests, dives into the Amazon and dares to do what no one ever before had dared to do.  Ernesto swims across the raging river, gasping and choking for every breath as he stabs for the distant shore, so that he can say good-bye to that community of lepers, to that federation of friends, so that he can embrace and honor them one last time and be embraced by them, acknowledging their common humanity, their differing circumstances not withstanding.  

Ernesto’s swim across the river was, at its deepest, a spiritual journey.  He refused to accept as real the separation that culture and convention had placed between him and the lepers.  Thus he was able to show them compassion, to suffer with them, to come alongside of them, to share life at a deep and connected level with them and them with him.  

I think that is what is happening in this story that Mark tells.  The religion of the day had erected a wall of separation between lepers and the rest of the society.  They were designated as religiously, ritually, and ceremonially unclean and were removed from the community.  They were left to fend for themselves.  The thirteenth chapter of the book of Leviticus spells out their fate:  “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 continually cry out about himself, ‘Unclean, unclean.’  He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.”  The disease undoubtedly was horrible for the lepers but even more the absolute isolation.

But the leper had heard of the power of Jesus to heal.  More, and better, he had heard that Jesus cares about those for whom no one else cares.  He had heard that Jesus includes those who are excluded.  What he had heard about Jesus emboldened him to approach Jesus and to come close.  He did not keep his prescribed distance.  His faith is that Jesus has the power to make him clean even if there is yet a hint of hesitancy that Jesus might now be inclined to do it.  So the man says to Jesus, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”

Here is the point of Mark telling the story.  He wants to tell us more about the kingdom of God by telling us more about Jesus.  Mark pictures Jesus saying to the leper, “I do choose.  Be made clean.”  Jesus is showing that compassion is the centerpiece of the kingdom of God.  According to ritual law, when Jesus touched the leper Jesus, too, became unclean.  Jesus now would be accorded leper status himself.  But Jesus was undeterred by that constraint.  In the kingdom of God, all are family; all are related; all are connected no matter what.  In the kingdom of God, there is no separation – not between God and us and thus also not between us and our brothers and sisters.  
The mystical rose on the front of the bulletin cover illumines the point.  In the Middle Ages, Christians were encouraged to meditate on such a rose.  The meditation began at the top of the rose where the tips of the petals do not touch.  It seemed as though there was separation between the petals.  Then their eyes would glide down the rose and settle in on the overlapping sections of the petals.  Now the meditators began to be conscious of the commonalities and connections among what had appeared to be separate.  When their eyes reached the base of the rose, they saw that all of the petals came from the same stem.  Thus they became aware of the one source of all the petals, and by metaphorical extension, the one source and union of all things in God.  Such union should evoke and elicit compassion.  Perhaps we can hear echoes of the great command of Jesus to love God and love also a neighbor as oneself.  

Clarissa Pinkola Estes is a poet, a post-trauma specialist, and a psychoanalyst.  Most of all, she is a storyteller.  In her book entitled Untie the Strong Woman, she shares a story passed through the generations by the old women in her family.  When it came to talking about heaven or, as they said, “who goes up and who goes down,” the old women were put off by the officiousness of the priests and prelates of the church who, for the sake of leverage and control, were quick to warn of God’s anger and judgment.  These clergy painted God cranky, crabby, and condemnatory.  In response, after the priests had gone, these matriarchs told one another of the God they find in Jesus being more kind and merciful than the most compassionate person they ever had known on earth.  I cannot tell the story like those old women, but you have to hear it anyway:
God the Father was strolling through Heaven one day when he came across two old Roma, gypsy men down on their knees throwing bones burnt with dots and betting piles of coins against each other.

God the Father was shocked.  Shocked!

Shaking his old white curls, he continued onward, and suddenly came across an old Indian woman sitting under a nice shade tree, enjoying a big fat black cigar.

“Harumph,” said God the Father, “this isn’t right.  These people don’t belong here!”

Next he saw an entire gaggle of little children jumping in mud puddles, and the dirtier they became the more they were filled with laughter and joy.

Then, to top it all off, he saw lovers very deeply in love, kissing each other and swearing their allegiance to each other’s souls – on a holy book that wasn’t the Bible.

The next thing, though, put God over the edge.  A group of artists was painting frescos on the inside of a small chapel, and believe it or not, each one was painting God a different color and race and even gender from each of the others.

“Abomination!”  This makes me sick!” said God the Father.  “This simply cannot continue.  I cannot understand how all these people can possibly have taken up residence in my Heaven.”

So God the Father made up his mind to find St. Peter who obviously was not doing his job properly.

“St. Peter, I demand an explanation.  On my way here, I saw soldiers shaking from withdrawing from drugs.  I saw child-prostitutes who were singing and washing their new little wings.  I saw men and women who had destroyed their children being comforted, people who still are wearing pain and shame in their eyes from having drunken binges, from severing life from life.”

“And of all the nerve, I saw a group of priests and ministers who were carrying on about who was right and who was wrong in church matters on earth.”

“I came across a woman praying a prayer I never have heard in my life.  She was chanting, ‘Oh my dearest God, my Mother, holy is thy name.’  I came across priests who were catching their children in the air, dancers and revelers who were begging me to join them, and one fellow who was brewing beer that smelled so good I almost caught myself saying, ‘Mmmm-mm.’”

“St. Peter, has Heaven gone to Hell?  All over Heaven there are men and women who have their low-rider cars pulled up onto the front lawn of Heaven, tinkering with their engines.  There are girls in short skirts, and kids who you can tell by their eyes have seen more years of life than their years lived.”

“St. Peter!!” God the Father boomed.  “Why are you letting these people into Heaven?  They’re not the right sort.  They should have gone to Purgatory first to be cleansed and others of them need a hell of a lot of cleansing.  It’s not right that they’re here in my perfect Heaven.”

“My dear God the Father,” said St. Peter, “you don’t know how hard it is to keep them out.  Why, they come to Heaven’s Gate and I look in the Book and I tell them what their judgment is – and they look at me and say, ‘No, no sir, St. Peter, you must be wrong.  I am supposed to come to Heaven.  I have been told that I would be welcomed here.’”

Still, God the Father was aghast: “And so, Peter, how do they get into Heaven despite what I’ve decreed and despite you telling them they are not welcome?”

“Well, God, you see, it is not easy to explain this to you.”

“Come on, now, you can tell me, St. Peter.  I am God.  You can tell me.”

“Okayyyyy, God,” said St. Peter, “but you are not going to like it.”

“What do you mean I won’t like it?” snapped God the Father.  “Just tell me already.”

“All right then, you asked for it, God.  These people come to the gates, and I send them away on your behalf, and I send them away, and I send them away.  But then they go around to the back of Heaven – where your Dearest Son and His Blessed Mother let them in.”

I love that…the back of Heaven away from all our certainties and too-sure pontifications about God to receive the grace and compassion that has the ring of truth.  Many people misunderstand God and many others make God out to be other than God is, sometimes for their own purposes.  Thus, as the book of Hebrews put it, God has chosen in these days to speak to us through a son.  So when Mark writes of him, as in our story today, it is to remind us of our eternal communion born of the compassion of God.  And because the kingdom of God is within us, that same wellspring gurgles in us, too.  Drinking from that font of communion and compassion, you can come to be at peace with yourself and with all others, “clean” or “unclean.”

If you choose.

Amen.
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