6th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


02/14/2021
As a child, I quickly learned an unspoken family rule, we don’t talk about illness.  Maybe it was an Irish tendency to be closed-mouth, or maybe it was because shame was associated with illness – I am uncertain.  A nod communicated everything that we needed to know.  When, for example, cancer was found in my grandmother, the word cancer was never spoken.  I soon discovered that the ‘C’ word was as forbidden as any four-letter word.

History reveals that often shame is associated with illness.  Maybe it is because people often shun a person or a family in which illness is discovered.  This shunning is sometimes out of necessity.  Some diseases, not unlike COVID, are contagious.
Leprosy in the time of Jesus is not just a dreaded health problem it is also a dreaded social disease.  The affliction we now call Hanson’s disease is not only fearsome in itself, people also think that the disease is God cursing the person.  Hence, the consequences are far more deadly than just being physical. Besides having to look forward to years of suffering and disfigurement, as well as an early death, Jewish law ostracizes those with leprosy.  They are social outcasts and cursed by God.

This means that in the unlikely event that a person is cured of leprosy or they experience a remission of the disease, they still have to submit to a ritual cleansing and purging of sin before they can be re-admitted to society. Those with the disease are considered physically loathsome, they, because so few experience remission or are cured, are also considered particularly obdurate and persistent sinners.  

Someone with leprosy, therefore, has no right to expect medical care, or the embrace of a loving community.  God’s embrace – people accept - is also beyond them.
Jesus sees things differently.  He acts in a way that subverts the prevailing mentality. Rather than being disgusted and terrified by the request of the leper for assistance (in today’s Gospel story from Mark), he does not hesitate to respond, ‘I do will it be healed.’  He then touches the man.  His words and his action are a public welcome to the man back into society.

Jesus breaks the moral, social and religious taboos by his words and actions.  It means that he can no longer appear in public.  He, by his actions, also becomes a social outcast and someone who is religiously unclean.  But he can’t help himself.  He sees through the eyes of God who loves us first before we or others can point out our flaws.

This is our God.  The One who loves indiscriminately.  Our human flaw is that too often we are not aware that God loves indiscriminately.  We rely instead upon what religion and society tell us makes God love us.  One day such distractions will pass away.  When they do, our only regret will be that we struggled so diligently to make God’s love discriminate rather than accepting the indiscriminate love that God is.
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