Before and After: Luke 17:11-19

It seems odd to begin a Thanksgiving sermon with a brief history of leprosy, but—hard as I tried—I just couldn’t find a way around it. You see, while leprosy is a disease that still affects men and women around the world today, I’m not sure that many of us know much about it or its affects on those who carry it. And I’m quite certain that we cannot really hear tonight’s gospel story without knowing a little more about the disease that plagued the ten men in Luke’s story. Here ends my disclaimer for beginning this sermon with a discussion of leprosy. If you stick with me, I promise that—just as was the case with Jesus—the story won’t end there.

At the time that the New Testament was written, leprosy referred to a wide range of skin conditions that we would refer to by a variety of names today. Whether or not what we know today as leprosy or Hansen ’s disease is what we hear described in Luke’s gospel is not necessarily important for our understanding of this story. What is important for us to know is that what the bible calls leprosy is a disease that caused noticeable changes in a person’s appearance. One could not hide the fact that they were stricken with this disease; the lesions on her legs, arms, and face would have made it all too visible for the world to see. 

There was real fear around this disease. The fear was widespread enough that the Old Testament book of Leviticus gives strict instructions that a person “who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean; he shall dwell alone in a habitation outside the camp” (Leviticus 13:45-56). In other words, because leprosy was a disease that had been rendered virtually incurable, anyone who was living with leprosy was sentenced to spend his life outside of the town or city. And should he need to come in contact with society for any reason, he was forced to announce his identity by shouting “unclean, unclean.” These were the lived realities of the ten lepers that we meet in Luke’s gospel.

+++

Enter Jesus onto this dusty, unclean scene somewhere between Samaria and Galilee. It’s here that he encounters the ten men with leprosy. We hear them cry out to him from afar—and based on what we hear in Leviticus—we know why. They had no other choice than to speak to Jesus at a safe distance, for fear of contamination. They plead for mercy. Jesus is neither disinterested by their request, nor is he interested in dramatically healing them right then and there. He instructs them to show themselves to the priests. And on their way to do as he had commanded, they are healed of their disease. It’s the Samaritan, the foreigner—the text tells us—that sees what God has done and turns around to praise God and to thank Jesus.

Unless we too have experienced some sort of dramatic change in our lives, I think it’s hard for us to imagine what the lepers must have felt. One minute their skin is covered with visible signs that they are unclean in the eyes of the society in which they lived. The next, they are cleansed from the disease that had plagued them. One minute, they were kept in isolation for fear that they would spread the disease to others. The next, they begin to run to see and to touch those they loved again. One minute, they are eating alone. The next, they are sitting down around a table with their friends and family. One minute, they were announcing their entrance into the city with the words “unclean, unclean.” The next, they are walking into Jerusalem’s gate quietly humming the tune that they had heard someone singing along the walking path. One minute, they thought that they would spend the rest of their lives imprisoned by the disease for which there was no cure. The next, they are experiencing the lasting freedom that they had miraculously been given.

Preachers have long praised the Samaritan for his actions—as well we should—for he did have the sense to turn around and praise the God who dramatically changed his life. And at the same time we’ve been quick to give the nine lepers who don’t come back to glorify God a bad rap. But I can only imagine that the other nine, after realizing that they had been miraculously healed, ran as fast as they could to greet their parents. Or to see their children. Or to hold a long-lost friend, partner, or spouse. Or maybe they ran to the village doctor to make sure that what they saw was really true. I believe—and the passage from Luke leaves me the space to believe—that the other nine came to their senses later. And when they did, I can only imagine that they followed the Samaritan’s example by returning to that sacred spot and praising the one who had healed them and set them free to live in community once again.

+++

That which keeps us isolated is often not as easy to identify as leprosy is in tonight’s gospel reading. What keeps us apart from community isn’t always visible to the eye. And, at least for me, what keeps me from engaging in community isn’t even something that I can always name. Robert Putnam, a professor at Harvard wrote a book about ten years ago entitled Bowling Alone. In it, he uses the metaphor of bowling leagues to describe Americans’ changing behavior. He shows how in the last twenty-five years we have become increasingly disconnected from one another. Putnam says that we sign fewer petitions, belong to fewer organizations that meet, know our neighbors less, meet with our friends less frequently, and even socialize with our families less often.
 Americans are still bowling, Putnam insists, but it appears that these days we’re more often choosing to bowl alone.

If these things are true, then it appears that we may be able to identify with the ten men in Luke’s gospel more readily that I first thought. For us, leprosy doesn’t prevent us from living in community, but other things do. Some of us fear that if we take the first step toward community, our efforts won’t be welcomed. Some of us have been hurt in the past by life in community. Others of us feel as though we don’t have the time or energy to devote to community at the end of a long day. And many of us—either consciously or unconsciously—have come to believe that we can make it through life without a community surrounding us. Whatever our reasons for “bowling alone,” Jesus enters into each of our lives and sets us free to live in community. Tonight in West St. Paul, we are set free from fear, past experiences, demands placed upon us, and our false sense of self-sufficiency. I dare say that this is no less miraculous than what we saw happen two thousand years ago along the dusty, unclean path somewhere between Samaria and Galilee. 

When we realize that we’ve been freed, I can only believe that we’ll run and greet our parents. Or go to see our children. Or hold tightly the one that we love. Or maybe we’ll choose to sit down at a table with an imperfect family or imperfect friends and share a really big meal. And when we at last come to our senses and realize that it’s God who has set us free through Jesus to do such things, I can only imagine that we too will follow the Samaritan’s example by turning around to praise the one who has healed us and set us free to live in community once again.

AMEN.
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