October 10th 2004                              Luke 17:11-19

Lepers – isolated, rejected, judged, forced to live outside the             

          community – often in caves.
Meet my friends Mark, Jo and their children Bella, Cameron and Hamish.  They live in Anabadan, Nepal.  Mark is the Medical Superintendant of the Leprosy Mission Hospital there.  He has been involved in a Leprosy Elimination Campaign, which included a trip to one of the Terai (lowland) districts, near the Indian border.  There is a high incidence of leprosy in this area. In addition to overseeing the hospital and new community development work, he continues to carry out surgery. Jo, a qualified Midwife, has been working on a proposal for a counselling service and an appointment has been made in the last few months.  Mark sent me these photos this week of some of their patients.  Some elderly people have been receiving treatment, usually surgery, for 30 – 40 years at the hospital.  Life isn’t easy, with the unrest between government and Moaist rebels, but Mark is currently on a 10 day trekking trip after having an abscess drained earlier this week! 

TLM workers like my friends Mark and Jo in Nepal know of people who are isolated by their community because they or their parents once had the disease, and even though cured, the stigma still remains.
 Families still struggle because of the fear others have of ‘çatching’ the disease.  So TLM recognises the importantance of overcoming the obstacles people face;

· by treating the illness with a multidrug combination of three antibiotics  to kill the bacteria
· vocational training
· housing
· education
· work-creation schemes 
But let’s get back to today’s gospel (good news) reading and these first century men with leprosy.

Lepers – such a cantankerous lot, as we meet them in the gospels. Always calling out, drawing attention to themselves.  Some of them know their place at least -  they obey the Law, keep a respectable distance and warn others by calling out “unclean, unclean” (Lev 13:45-46) – such as these ones.  Unlike the chap Jesus met, earlier in Luke’s account, who rushed forward breaking all the rules!
Well, wouldn’t you and I do the same if we were separated 

            from our community, our family, our friends.

In the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures,

  leprosy appears to be a term for several skin diseases, 
        NOT just leprosy or Hansen’s disease as we know it.

There was huge stigma attached if you had it, 

    just as there is in other parts of the world today.

According to the Torah though, if a person was pronounced clean
           by the priests they could return to their family,  
and certain requirements were attached in terms of
  thanksgiving sacrifice (you can read about those in Leviticus 14:2-4).
I find the two accounts of Jesus healing people with ‘leprosy’    

    intriguing because of their differences.

In Luke 5 the man approaches and Jesus reaches out, touching him.

Here, they keep their distance, as required, 

         and Jesus respects that.

Almost as if he is attuned to each circumstance and treats,

                  not with a set formula, but according to need. 

Jesus and the men concerned fulfill the requirements. 
He by his instructions and the nine by heading off to obey them.

But the tenth man does something different.

He’s a Samaritan, so wouldn’t go to a Jewish priest
              for confirmation of a cleansing.
In doing what he does, this man from Samaria points out 
          what this story is really about.

Not so much the healing – although we have had over the years 

       a tendency to focus on that.

This story is less about leprosy and more about thankfulness – 
       and who is thankful.  
The outcast one, the foreigner, 
            the one who would not be ‘us’ but ‘them’.

The Samaritan who has leprosy recognizes Jesus 
    as God’s agent and offers thanks. 
With his cleansing he draws some conclusions about who Jesus is, and in doing so offers thanks to this agent of God, this Messiah. 

It always amazes and pricks at me, 
that often the ones who give Jesus honour and glory, 
of whom he often says “your faith has made you well”

 ARE the outsiders in terms of his own people. 
In this way Jesus is so very much in line with the prophets of Israel,     

     who champion the outsider in terms of lack of wealth, 
           being ‘foreign’ and lack of political or social power. 
You see the gospel isn’t about morality,
     it’s not even about family values.  
It IS about love, grace and God,

  who reaches out to us with hands and arms open, not to strike, 
         but to hold, to welcome, and to restore to wholeness. 
Not just in a physical sense but also in the sense of belonging somewhere, of having a turangawaewae, a place to stand, 
       something which we humans have as a deep need.

The work of TLM workers recognizes this, 
     the importance for their patients to belong.

We seek it in families, with friends, the rugby club, tennis club, and yes the church.  We approach this need to belong hesitantly, often unsure of our welcome, even within what we call our family.
Above all else, theological language and Christian jargon aside, 
   the gospel is about relationships and belonging –
     relationships with each other, with God, with God’s good creation,      

       and how we belong together as community. 

10 men who had leprosy – 
how we word things often says something about how we relate to people.  
Speaking of “10 men who had leprosy” (NIV) instead of
   “10 lepers”  recognizes the full humanity of these men, 
a humanity that you and I share with them, 
that you and I share with all people even those on the margins, 
not of our faith, of a different ethnic group, 

or fellow Christians, who understand scripture in a different way
    to me, and yet like me, treasure and hold these texts as holy, sacred, God inspired and then written, edited and compiled by people who have also shared my humanity.
I am left with these questions:

Who are the people I/we regard as lepers,
        but who recognize the grace of God in their lives?

When am I one of the nine who get so caught up in the moment
     of doing as Jesus tells them
              that I forget to offer God thanks in some way?

When am I the one who returns,
          who finds a different way to celebrate and thank God?

Joy Cowley’s ‘The Tenth Leper’
