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Oil & Wine  Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time  15 February 2009
• Lev 3:1-2, 44-46  • Ps 32 (31):1-2, 5, 11  • 1 Cor 10:31–11:1  • Mark 1:40-45


Today’s Liturgy of the Word is about touching and not touching, about suffering and healing. Throughout Australia, and especially in Victoria, we have seen the TV and newspaper images of death and salvation; in our own ways we have given thanks for the miracles of modern medicine; the heroism of fire fighters, emergency workers and police who reach out to touch others with their compassion. We have been overcome with grateful, if painful. wonder at the humanity of those who are simply, but at great physical and emotional cost, neighbours to one another…All those people who, like Jesus in today’s gospel, said and are still saying their own “I do choose” to the relief of human suffering. We have seen a Prime Minster and a State Premier not ashamed to cry before their people, speaking as brothers, not politicians, overwhelmed by the devastation of lives and land around them, and embracing survivors. And so we come to celebrate Eucharist, surely with a realization of what is truly important. We gather to be Eucharist, to give thanks for our lives which are a gift, humanly vulnerable, yes, as was Jesus’ humanity, but also lives that in the glorified and wounded One can rise from the ashes of shattered hopes and overwhelming pain. In faith and communion, we come to be the voice of those whom tragedy has made voiceless before God. We say the responsorial antiphon with a sense of its deep poignancy: “I turn to you, Lord, in time of trouble, and you fill me with the joy of salvation” (Ps 32 (31):7. We dig deep into our resources of compassion and money, forgetting for the moment the meltdown of the economy, to respond to this other searing inferno.
Biblical leprosy is not the contemporary Hansen’s Disease that was identified in 1868 by the Norwegian scientist Gerhard Hansen. The reading from the Book of Leviticus describes various skin conditions that were regarded as ‘leprosy’: scaly skin, swellings, skin eruptions. Skin that flaked off or discharged bodily fluids was regarded as violating the integrity of the human body, and therefore an offence against the purity laws. ‘Purity’ is not primarily regarded as a moral category but a religious one concerned with holiness, not sin, but the boundaries between the holy and unholy were to be rigidly observed. Our skin is so much involved with human contact and relationships that such conditions were regarded as highly contagious and the ‘leper’ was therefore to be excluded from human society as long as the disease lasted. Lepers were like living corpses haunting the margins of society, crying “Unclean! Unclean!”, covering their upper lips as if their very voices were contagious, and making themselves obviously dishevelled so that people would avoid them. Anyone who did come into contact with a leper was also regarded as polluted.

Today we still have leprosria for sufferers of Hansen’s Disease in some parts of the world, but much more common is the ‘leper mindset’ towards those whom we put “outside the camp,” those sometimes referred to in our mass media as ‘NIMBY’: ‘Not In My Backyard!’ This can be expressed, for example, in the opposition to the home for those with intellectual disabilities in our street, the nearby half-way house for prisoners, the exaggerated and medically unfounded avoidance of any contact with HIV/AIDS sufferers, opposition to certain ethnic groups, or siding with harsh and punitive justice for drug addicts rather than that which is compassionate and restorative. We may avoid contact with people whose bodies are ravished by disease, even if it is not contagious, or because of our inadequate compassion or embarrassment subtly steer clear of those whose spirits are consumed with grief. In a word, we may shun people at the very times when they are most in need of community support.

Apart from reflecting on the appropriateness of the antiphon for the responsorial Ps 32 (31) in the context of the bush fires tragedy, we recognize this as one of the seven penitential psalms, concerned not with bodily integrity but with the spiritual integrity of those who turn to God for the ready and divine forgiveness, trusting that God will never turn away from us in our need. The psalmist is not self-congratulatory about repentance and conversion, but praises God for this grace, a double beatitude on the forgiven one.  In contrast is the story told by the Orthodox Archbishop Anthony Bloom, Metropolitan of Sourozh and the UK. After liturgies and other functions, a woman of his flock was constantly approaching him to share her self-perceived spiritual progress. On one occasion she told him delightedly: “Your Excellency, I now only have one sin left to conquer!” With weary exasperation, Archbishop Bloom replied: “My good woman, hang on to it!”

The leper violates the boundaries between the clean and unclean by approaching Jesus and kneeling before him. He obviously senses in Jesus some holy power which enables him to dare to say that “If you choose, you can make me clean.” Jesus makes no attempt to move away physically from the leper, but he is moved with what is sometimes translated as “with anger,” or “with compassion.” Probably it a mixture of both: anger not with the man but with the cause of his suffering in both his flesh and his distorted religious and social exclusion, and a deep gut-wrenching pity for him. Jesus not only readily crosses the barrier of “if you choose,” but he also crosses the boundaries between the holy and the unclean, sickness and heath, taboos and freedom. He reaches out and touches the man… How long has it been since the leper had felt the touch of another human being on his diseased flesh, and heard words of acceptance rather than rejection? Jesus does not minister at a distance. His forgiveness brings him into contact with sinners; his work of lifting up the oppressed places him among the fallen; his words of encouragement need to be spoken in the midst of the hopeless; to heal the sick he needed to be present to and among them; and his giving of new life would eventually take him to and beyond the tomb. As with his gentle touch of the leper, Jesus will strike blows at all that cripples, alienates, destroys human life. 

By his instructions to the healed leper, Jesus shows that he respects the Mosaic teaching, even though he will soon be involved in controversies with the scribes about the way they interpret these laws. Ironically, the man can now go around freely, not keeping to himself how he was healed as Jesus had ordered him, but Jesus withdraws ‘outside’ the town to escape the unwanted publicity of being known just as a miracle worker. Because he has touched the leper, according to the law he is also unclean. Soon he will be the incarnate reality of what we hear Second Isaiah proclaim on Good Friday in the Fourth Suffering Servant Song: the saving Servant ‘leper’ from whom people hide their faces, the one who takes the infirmities of humanity on himself (cf. Is 53:2-6; Matt 8:17). For now, in Mark’s narrative, the crowds still come to him, caring nothing for his ‘infectiousness’ and everything for his miracle working. What do we come to Jesus seeking: to be infected with his healing compassion, his holy freedom – or the miraculous. And do we reach out to others, especially the alienated and marginalised, to touch them as Jesus touched the leper?

Paul challenges his Corinthian church never to do anything that is offensive to anyone, even in the ordinary matters of eating and drinking, for these can have great religious significance for some people that others outside a particular religious tradition may not be unaware of. For Paul, there were two criteria by which Christians were to judge traditions such as the Jewish dietary laws: could the custom be observed without eroding faith in Christ, and does its acceptance demonstrate a sensitivity towards the consciences of others? For Jewish Christians, the dietary laws had always been an important aspect of their identity as God’s people, a way of reminding them in their everyday lives of their call to obedience to God. Just as in the gospel Jesus accepts the need of the healed leper to show himself to the priest and observe the rituals of the Mosaic teaching, Paul does not ask the Jewish Christians to disregard their Jewish dietary laws, but simply not to impose them on their Gentile sisters and brothers. What he does remind them of is that they should do everything for the glory of God, that glory which is now revealed in Christ. He asks the Corinthians to imitate him, not for the sake of his own popularity but so that his acceptance of Christ might be a witness to others of the supreme law in his life: the love of God in Christ. And Vatican II taught, with its highest ecclesial authority, that there is to be in the church the recognition of lawful diversity: “unity in what is necessary, freedom in what is unsettled, and charity in any case” (Gaudium et Spes, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, article 92).  

Down through the centuries we have dramatic and humble examples of the witness of the following of Christ and the respect for others’ religious traditions: St Francis kisses a leper; the Danish royal family appears on the balcony of their palace with yellow stars sown on their outer garments the morning after the Nazi edict to the Jews; in New York after 11 September 2001 a group of school girls wear head scarves in support of their Muslim friends. And we ourselves… Are we touched and do we touch others with our Christian witness?

Benedict calls his communities to reach out to those who are neglected by the society of his own times. Within the community the sick “are to be cared for above and before all else, for it is really Christ who is served in them” (RB 36.1), and such an attitude was to reach out from there to the many sick poor who surely came to the monastery. “Go to help the troubled and console the sorrowing,” Benedict says as a summary statement of the love of neighbour that his monks should show (RB 4.14-18). Schooled in the communal kindness and hospitality to the poor guests (RB 53.15) the porter was to greet the poor as a blessing (RB 66.3-4); the aged and children were to be given special care (RB 37.1-2); and concern for children, the poor and guests was to be an aspect of the cellarer’s outreach ministry (RB 31.9). Like the gospel, Benedict holds up a mirror to our contemporary social consciences in which we need to see the call to compassion for so many people in so many circumstances.

Paul encouraged his church at Corinth to do all for the honour and glory of God, even the daily and necessary acts of eating and drinking, and if we look down a table of contents of the chapters of Benedict’s Rule we see the range of his concerns for the glory of God – be it, for example, in prayer and work, putting on humility and obedience, or putting on the clothing and footwear that is offered without grumbling! 
