6th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


02/11/2018
A story is told about Jimmy Carter when he was president.  A gathering was arranged in which other politicians were invited.  One of the invited guests was Richard Nixon.  The former disgraced president hadn’t been seen at any formal political function since his painful resignation.  Now, he was in a room with other politicians who were afraid to associate with him.  They shunned him like a leper.
Carter, who seemingly doesn’t notice, goes up to Mr. Nixon and greets him warmly.  Putting his arm around his shoulder, the two chat in a friendly and mutually accepting way.  Some suspect that because he is kind and open, Carter loses much of the backing of his political party.

The Gospel writer, Mark, tells a similar story.  He relates a story about a leper who breaks the rules of his society by coming to Jesus seeking healing.  The leper, as prescribed in today’s first reading from Leviticus, must live outside the city.  A leper must hide and have no contact with other people.  A leper must live apart and is thought condemned – cursed – by God.

News of Jesus healing and inviting people to know God in a different way than was being taught in the Jewish Religion, must have reached the ears of the leper.  The news must have been received as an invitation.  The leper accepts and dares to approach him even though Jesus is surrounded by other people.

Jesus doesn’t flinch.  Rather, he receives the leper’s request and readily heals him by touching him.  The Gospel writer doesn’t tell us the reaction of those who are around Jesus.  We are left to imagine.
Then the writer has Jesus do something unusual.  He directs the leper to say nothing to anyone.  This is the only place in the Gospels where this directive is given.  It gives Mark, however, the opportunity to reveal the tendency of human nature and contrast it with the way in which God relates with us.
The writer tells us that the leper and Jesus switch places.  Once healed, the leper re-enters society.  He is no longer marginalized.  As he re-enters he tells everyone what Jesus has done.  This forces Jesus, because he has touched a leper, to be ostracized.  He must move to the margins of society…just like a leper.  Jesus, however, doesn’t seem to notice… he continues to relate freely.

This is who God is for us… One who, because God is always open, switches places with us.  We are healed and God is marginalized.  This is so even when we push God to the fringes of our lives.
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