Year B/Pentecost6-2012

By Thomas L. and Laura C. Truby

February 12, 2012

Mark 1:40-45

Touched!
Last Sunday afternoon we were at a Mexican restaurant on Hawthorne Street in Portland.  It was around three-o’clock and we had just finished lunch.  I was in line to get some guacamole to take to our son.  Laura, my wife, calls out to me, “Tom, come here.  It’s Peter Yarrow.  I want you to meet Peter Yarrow.”  I reacted slowly as I hadn’t taken in the meaning of what she was saying and was reluctant to leave the line I had waited in for about five minutes.  
Laura had been sitting at a table when Peter came through the line not six feet away.  When she saw him she couldn’t believe her eyes.  She stood up and said “Your Peter Yarrow?”  “Yes”, he said, and she hugged him, creating quite a scene.  When I came she introduced me and we shock hands.  By now I too recognized him.  It was Peter from the group “Peter, Paul and Mary”.  He is the short one.  Way back in seminary when Laura and I were first married we had gone to see them in Kansas City.  They represented and expressed so many of the values we then embraced.  It was a moving concert.
Now, here we were, both in our sixties, trying to comfort ourselves with food as we prepared to go to the hospital to visit our son suffering from acute mania.  Our son hadn’t even been born when we last saw Peter Yarrow in person.  Now Peter stood before us, an old man still keeping the faith.  It seemed a special comfort from God.  Our two children had listened to his records until they were nearly worn out.  His singing and his values had formed them.
This week I pulled out the old “Peter Paul and Mommy” record.  The record sleeve is taped together with masking tape.  One side of the record is the “Toy Side” and the other is the “Zoo Side.”  The Toy Side has songs entitled “The Marvelous Toy” and “It’s Raining.”   The Zoo Side has “Going to the Zoo,” “Boa Constrictor” (a very short song and ends with a gulp) and “Puff (The Magic Dragon)”.  We will have him autograph it when we go to the l concert he will be doing at Augustana Lutheran Church on Friday, March 9th.  He and his friends, including his son, will be doing a benefit for EPES, an organization that works to educate and empower women and children in Chile.  We may take our grandchildren.  In this way, they too will be exposed to values promoting inclusion, peace, innocence and joy—the things that Jesus himself embodied and embraced.  Somehow this all fits with the absolute tenderness of God, God’s nonviolence, revealed in Jesus.
“A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he said to him, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”  How did the leper know this?  How did he know that Jesus could totally and utterly change his life so that he would not be separated from all humanity except other lepers?  The lepers were the untouchable ones, feared by everyone.  They were required by law to live away from people and never come near.  The rabbis, who were the protectors of public health, said people could get the disease by allowing a lepers shadow to intersect their own.  I say this not to suggest they were silly but to help us understand the depth of their fear.
Even St Francis, in the 12th century did everything like Jesus except touch a leper.  Finally, with great fear and greater courage he forced himself to touch one.  It was the conversion point of his life.  There is a statue near Assisi where he did it.  A church now stands there and it is away from the town.  St. Francis considered it one of the spiritual achievements of his life and thereafter spent a great deal of time with them.  Who are the lepers in our day?  Who are the lepers for you?  Who do we see as carriers of evil and refuse them our touch?  
In the 60’s and 70’s, people who were vocal against the war in Vietnam were a little like the lepers.  Many did not want to associate with them and saw them as unpatriotic and even un-American.  Now they are folk heroes and many of us, looking back, can see they were right.  Our deep appreciation for Peter Yarrow, and his singing group, grows from our respect for his courage and leadership in touching the lepers of that day.  Not only did they touch the issue of Vietnam, they touched the issue of war itself and violence in general.  They moved us with “The Great Mandella,” “Weep for Jamie” and “This Land Is Your Land.”  Perhaps they didn’t know it at the time, but they were seeding the gospel into our souls and naming the pain.  And even now, in his 70’s with Mary having died a few years ago, Peter sings on touching the lepers of our day.  I look forward to seeing which ones he will touch at his upcoming concert.
“Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him.”  The music of Peter Paul and Mary moved many of us with pity.  It made us feel the pain in our world.  It pried us out of our preoccupations and opened our eyes.  We felt what was going on in the wars around the world.  The songs forced us to see through the eyes of God.  

Back to the Mark passage!  The commentators are divided on how to best translate the words “moved with pity.”  Some say it was a profound compassion centered in the gut—a gut wrenching awareness of how the other is suffering.  We know that feeling.  We feel it when our son is in lock-down and we are helpless to comfort him.  We hear his calls but we can’t touch him.  
Other commentators say that “moved with pity” could be more accurately translated, “moved with anger.”  The two feelings suddenly reveal themselves as closely connected when the subject is someone for whom you deeply care.  Maybe Jesus felt compassion both for the isolated and suffering leper; suffering due to no fault of his own, and anger that we humans do these sorts of things to one another.  The music of Peter, Paul and Mary always aroused both emotions in me.  Do you remember the song, “There’s Anger in the Land”?  And then there is the gentle but implicit anger of “I Dig Rock and Roll Music.”
I love the strength of Jesus’ response to the humble leper who says, “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 sentence ends with an exclamation point.  Again, this is not about Jesus’ power.  It is about his compassion; his profoundly heartfelt identification with the man the whole of society had excluded almost as though he were dead.  Jesus is saying with his life, his action and his words that God excludes no one and wants life for all.  Jesus is showing us the character of God.  Jesus reveals our God of absolute tenderness; a tenderness with no violence including the violence of exclusion and isolation.  This is the meaning of this “miracle”.  

“Immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.”  Jesus makes us clean.  He wants us to know that he can make us clean.  It is not that he recognizes us as clean in the first place and then pronounces us so.  No!  He makes us clean.  It is his cleanness, his relationship with his Father that he allows us to share.  It doesn’t depend on us.  It depends totally and completely on him and on his absolute tenderness.  No doubt even the leper was in rivalry with other lepers.  There probably was a hierarchy even there.  Jesus opens the way for us all to be healed of our rivalries, jealousies, and the resulting violence.  It is a slow process that takes the rest of our lives, but we are on the way.  
“After sternly warning him he sent him away at once, saying to him, ‘See that you say nothing to anyone; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for cleansing what Moses commanded, as testimony to them.’”  This is another of those secretive sentences in Mark that I find so difficult to understand.  He seems to be trying to avoid publicity.  He is not interested in being a rock star.  He doesn’t want people to perceive him as a celebrity, drawing attention to himself.  He tells the man to keep it quiet and go to the priests and get his required certification so that he can rejoin normal life.  The man’s civil commitment, that he presumed would be until his death, has come to an end; and during his lifetime.   

The man cannot contain himself and goes out proclaiming it freely and spreading the word.  A strange and prophetic thing than happens.  People began mobbing Jesus with such intensity that he “could no longer go into town openly, but stayed out in the country; and people came to him from every quarter.”  The leper and Jesus traded places.  Whereas before the leper could not go to town and Jesus could, now Jesus cannot go to town but the former leper can.  Jesus has taken his place.  Now it is Jesus who is outside the city, a place where we know he will die.  But even here people come to him from every quarter.  I am among them and he is healing me.  Amen.
