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Leper Colony, By  Rev. Aaron Doll 
   Mark 1:40-45 & 2 Kings 5:1-14
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Franklin Borshel was the only Grandfather I ever knew on my mother's side, but he was actually my step-grandfather.  His story reminds me of the story of Job, from the Old Testament.  Franks son suffered from mental illness and committed suicide sometime in his early 20s.  Loretta, his first wife couldn't hold it together after that happened.  She wilted away with sorrow, and died herself a handful of years afterwards.  

I can't imagine anyone outside our family ever knew this about him.  And no one would ever have guessed the sadness that lurked in Grandpa Frank's past.  In the time that I knew him, Gramps could light up a room with his smile, and his laughter was lavished freely on all the Children and Grandchildren he inherited when he married my grandmother, who had lost her own husband to heart disease.  

I am blessed and grateful for Grandpa Frank's life.  Had he succumbed to sorrow like Loretta did, the lives of my family would have never been enriched as they were.  I know that he suffered through those hard times.  But they were wounds that got easier to bear over tens of years, and he buried them well behind a positive outlook and behind time passed. 

Leprosy... is the loss of feeling in the flesh – so much so that chaffing or injuries go unnoticed, leading to sores and festering wounds.  

Leprosy is all but eradicated in the modern world.  It is curable today with proper medicine, however the Sisters of mercy in Calcutta India still care for real life lepers today.  Poverty after all, gets in the way of proper medicine.  

Lepers were considered ritually unclean according to Jewish law.  Obviously they were not outcast in Aram however – at least not among the aristocracy.  Naaman as a general in the army, was probably able to hide his condition for a while.  Like my grandfather – he could cover up his wounds.  With a scarf, extra long sleeves, covered shoes instead of sandals. These things would have protected him too.  A defensive shield against things than might further injure him.  

How often, when we are wounded, does the wound go further than the flesh or the part of our spirit it harms, and affect our lives the way we would otherwise live it?  Out of fear we shelter and protect and avoid, where otherwise our lives would remain open.  

The physical condition of the body is in question in our stories this morning – but we know that injury or illness can lead to an injured spirit as well – desperation, hopelessness (depression).  There are all kinds of healing that we need throughout our journeys of life. 

There is also a kind of injury that comes from outside forces beyond our control that cut deep.  I had my wallet stolen once.  That was back when I used to keep pictures of family and friends in there, in one of those little clear cardholders.  

I discovered the theft soon enough to prevent my credit cards from being used.  But I lost my driver's license, library card, school ID, in addition to all those pictures.  

I felt violated – and a pervading sense of fear gripped me.  

What would this person do with my ID?  Would he try and find any of the people in my photographs?  I knew that thieves existed, but they had never hit so close to me before.  My faith in the general goodness of people was shattered.  Dark shadows loomed in places I was not used to in my heart.  

I have still not recovered from this event in some sense.  To this day I no longer carry photos in my wallet.  There are other more practical (chiropractic) reasons I do carry a fat wallet any longer.  But if I were to be honest – the most prevailing reason is still the fear that lingers of having my property stolen again.  The scar of that spirit wound remains.  A bit of modern leprosy in my heart. 

Societal healing is also a needed reality that is way too obvious after this week of tragedy... news that hit way to close to home.  

A commercial plane crashes every so often.  Sometimes its going to happen in a populated area.  But when it happens SO close... its hard to feel insulated by the rarity of the statistic.  The shock of images on the TV bring up memories of events that were NOT so accidental.  (9-11-01)

People are shot in the city of Rochester every month (every week sometimes).  But when it happens in the suburbs, in rural NY, in our own backyard – we are all wounded in spirit.  We feel less safe.  We find ourselves distracted with worry or a need to act in some way.   We check the anxiety in our own hearts and wonder; just what would it take to drive it to such outward desperation?  These are all wounds of spirit that prevent us, at least for a time, at least to some degree, from unobstructed joy and happiness.

We are all a colony of lepers this morning.  Bearing wounds, both recent, and long held.  Wounds of spirit and body and mind.  All of us need healing in one sense or another.  

What is the difference between people sometimes?  Why will one persist until a return of happiness and another not?  Why do some people get their miracles of healed hearts or healed bodies while some or most of us do not?  

Both characters in our scripture readings desired to be well. 

Both stories provide physical healing.   But what about us?  What about all the ways that we could be healed?  

These Bible passages can seem almost cruel in their optimism if we have suffered tragedy.  We respond like Naaman – with rage and disbelief!  “It can't be that simple,” we roar!  And storm away in disgust. 

The gratitude of the leper in the story with Jesus is telling however.  He does not lament his lost years.  Does not claim he was deserving long ago – he simply bubbles over with life – letting everyone know – I am whole!  I am whole!  And its Jesus who did it!  

In preparation for this message I read about 6 sermons other pastors had written for this lectionary day.  All of them metaphorized the healing.    Miracles are a hard thing to legislate after all.  Its much safer to talk about healing the spirit.  You wouldn't need a miracle for that now.  Or would you?  

These stories of bodily healing were not really intended as metaphors however.  The writers included them as signs – as evidence of the divine connection that Jesus, and the Prophet had with God.  Their purpose was to confirm authority.  (Miracle = God)

We long for the first kind of healing. Physical recovery. And we shouldn't discount the second.  After all, there are perfectly healthy people who are miserable as all get out.  Whats the first kind (of healing) worth without the second?  And if we are whole in spirit, what do we have need of the body for?  I claim that it might actually be easier to heal the body, than to move the mountain of depression, or harmful pride that locks up the heart.  Years of habit and sorrow need a miracle too.  

So I want to claim miracles this morning.  I have never seen a faith healing in a physical sense.  Oh I have heard about them often enough.  Stories of cancer cured and amazed doctors, and the like, swarm the Internet.  On the contrary, I have seen more people NOT get their prayers for bodily healing answered.  Including my own.  

I believe, actually that like the miserable golfer who gets a perfect swing just often enough to keep him interested in the game, God may grant bodily miracles to reveal glimpses of a glory beyond us.  Just enough to stump our modern medicine... but routinely, in life or in scripture, God is more concerned about the spirit than the flesh.  Our minds and hearts have greater power to trap us or set us free than our bodies ever could.  

Our bodies are only here to reveal our connections to each other.  

I never understood this better than when I visited Margaret Baltz when she was ill.  She was a woman who was satisfied with her life.  She was whole in spirit in spite of her diagnosis, and she knew what she was doing by choosing to live the rest of her life on her own terms.  For her, quality meant more than quantity.  How many of us would be un-fearful enough to choose that path?  

When you see it, it is genuine... it is true life.  And life gives life.  Having known Margaret in her last days makes me a braver person.  Its simple really...  To trust God with what we have been given.  To make the best choices we can, but then know that the divine hands that carry the rest are the Essence of Goodness.  Her faith was inspiring.  It IS as simple as just heading down to the Jordan to wash.  

Simple, yet terrifyingly profound.  Sorrow is not erased.  And that is unexpected in our experience of God.  Our experience that is shaped by stories like those we have read this morning where it all works out in very unrealistic ways.  

I still advocate for miracles however....

When I was enrolled in Chaplaincy training at the University of Louisville Hospital – the only level one trauma center in the Greater Louisville area, I remember a particularly long night in the ER and intensive care unit.

And I spent that night with the family of a teenager who had come in with a fatal gunshot wound – 

After a long night with his body hooked up to life support machines the family asked to be alone with their son before life support would be removed – only they also asked me (an untried chaplain-in-training) to remain behind with them and pray with them.  

Dumbfounded, I agreed – although my mind was a complete blank and I had no idea what I could possibly say, in prayer, or otherwise at that point.  Fortunately God only needed my lips to speak with and the Holy Spirit truly took things from there.  I know the Spirit of God spoke through me, because I had no words, yet they poured forth through my lips nonetheless.  

I remember praying, expressing Gratitude for their son's baptism – a reminder that he was always God's, and that his eternal hope is without question.  

We did pray for a miracle of healing, for a 'Lazarus-from-the-dead' moment, but we also asked for acceptance with death if that be the reality of God's timing.  And there were other words said in those moments that I just can't recall now, both from me and them.

The miracle we got was not the one we asked for.  But the nonetheless a miracle happened in that moment. The presence of God became tangibly real.  A reorientation of hearts occurred.  An able-ness or readiness to remove their son from life support and put him in the hands of God.  

The need for healing was not erased... but we finally found a place where it could start...

The church is a grand leper colony of people huddled together with their various wounds.  Some of them hidden away... and some on display in the expressions on our faces, or the stories we are brave enough to share.  

Jehovah Rapha/Healer God – let us be bold in claiming your miraculous healing.  And bold in looking for it in places we don't expect.  
