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Luke 11-19: On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their distance, 13they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14When he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were made clean. 15Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16He prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan. 17Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they? 18Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19Then he said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.” 

I've heard this story a bunch of times, and until now I have to admit that I never really understood why Jesus responded to the ten lepers' request for mercy by sending them to the priests. Not that priests are necessarily a bad group, but Jesus doesn't typically turn to them for strength or solace, so this sending folks off to see them has always felt like a bit of an un-Jesus-y thing to do. It turns out though, that if a leper were lucky enough to be cured of his or her disease, it was the priest -- and only the priest -- who was able to certify their cleanliness; the priest -- and only the priest -- who signed the chit that allowed someone once infected to re-enter their own town, and dwell again with their own people. This was incredibly important because life for those unlucky enough to have contracted leprosy in the first place was pretty stark back then: lepers were uniformly exiled from their communities and were further required to mark themselves by wearing torn clothes, and letting their hair hang long and loose, and – heartbreakingly, just think of this -- by crying "Unclean! Unclean!" whenever anyone who wasn't infected approached them at all. 

By sending these ten lepers to the priests, then, Jesus is not so much telling them that they are healed, as that they will be, by the time they get to the temple. "As they went, they were made clean" the gospel says. It's an extraordinary situation, if you think of it -- a huge and daring leap of faith on the part of each of those ten lepers who believe him, and set off for civilization again after who knows how long in the no-man's land of their colony, still wearing, presumably, the torn and ragged clothes prescribed for them, their hair still long and wild and, for a while at least I'm sure, still shouting out those devastating words: "Unclean! Unclean!" to passers by on the way. 

"Unclean! Unclean!" I wonder how long they kept that up, on their journey to the priests? I wonder who was the first to stop and how the others responded when he did? I wonder what it felt like to have fear and isolation dissolve slowly into this new-found freedom? I wonder when and if and how they cut and combed their hair, and what they did about their clothes, and how their posture -- both as individuals and as a group -- began to change as they straggled along the dusty roads – lepers together and then, bit by bit, NOT lepers together? We are not told. Such a shame! What a beautiful story it would be! One thing is clear, however, and that is that they were all healed. Journeying together on the way Christ set out for them may well have been hard: they risked ridicule and shame and even danger, but it healed them. And because this was so, we can further assume that the priests did what they were supposed to do and legitimized their healing, legalized and officialized it, and that the men who saw them were then welcome to go back to their lives as before. Except one of them – the outcast even among outcasts – who changed his mind and turned back to Jesus instead. 

Why did he do that? 

Again, we aren't told. But I suspect it might have had something to do with the fact that he realized that external forces had no power over him whatsoever anymore. He'd been healed through the power of God's love and through his own courageous obedience to that love, and whether other people saw this and recognized it and gave it an official seal of approval or not – well, frankly, who cared?! He knew it. Knew it with all his heart, and as a result he was so filled with gratitude and joy that he prostrates himself and sings praises to God, right there, where he is, on the road. And who wouldn’t – given the marvelous truth that he has just now understood? Nothing and no one has power over him anymore. And so he is free! Maybe not forever. He’s human like the rest of us and if my life is anything to go by, chances are he’ll lose touch with the reality of his own freedom sooner or later and return to his more conflicted, self-doubting self. But right now, through grace, he knows and sees and understands the truth that he is whole -- already, regardless of the opinion of the powers that be. 

The kingdom of heaven is within us, Jesus tells us over and over again. And for a brief short while at least, this one man, this Samaritan, knew the truth of it with all his heart, and all his mind, and all his soul. No need for others to mark and measure and validate then, because what was most important had already happened: he'd been healed, he was well, he was "a new man today" as someone I work with likes to say. 

This man I work with, in fact, has a lot in common with the Samaritan in our gospel story, it seems to me. For a long time he too was an outcast of sorts: not a leper, but a homeless drug-addict, which boils down to pretty much the same thing in this day and age. And like the Samaritan after many years of isolation and fear he too found himself setting off on a journey that he didn’t expect. It happened quite simply: one day he wandered into a church he'd long known, and he sat down, and he prayed -- not for hours or days or weeks even, but, literally, for months. He would come into the church when it opened in the morning and he would stay until it closed at night and he would sit for all that time and ponder his life and talk to God and listen for God's word for him. It was harder than I can imagine, I know, that time for this man. But it healed him ---as surely as the journey from the leper colony to the temple healed the Samaritan. 

It healed him so deeply in fact that this same man was able, just this week, to voluntarily and freely turn himself into the authorities and tell the truth about his outstanding warrants, because, as he said, "I can't continue to do what I'm doing unless I can be the power of example; unless I practice what I preach. " He no longer cared much what the police officers who clustered round the entrance way thought of him as he gave himself up, or how the court officers treated him as he fumbled with his wallet and his keys. And while he most assuredly did not want to go back to jail, even that possibility seemed secondary because, like the Samaritan, he too knew where the power that controlled him resided – in his own heart, with Christ. He'd been healed, he was whole, and so he was free. "I am here because I am a new man today," he told his court appointed lawyer when he was asked. "I am a new man -- and that's really all that matters." 

So what about you? You are more or less faithful, I know. And more or less brave. And you're as firmly on your own journey to wholeness as the ten in our story, because somewhere deep inside yourself you know that healing awaits, and you long for it. We all do. What today's gospel reminds us of however is very important, and it is this: that as long as we place the power to heal -- or to harm -- in the hands of others: with priests, or judges, or bosses, or family members, or crack cocaine for that matter, we will remain enslaved -- like the nine whom Jesus sent to their own healing, and who were healed along the way, and yet who somehow missed this fact, and continued to seek justification and freedom from the priests. "Were not ten made clean?" Jesus asked when he saw the Samaritan returning, praising God with a loud voice. "But the other nine, where are they?" 

The truth is that no one can free us but ourselves. Not because it is so hard, but because we are free already. Freedom which comes from love, lurks deep at the core of all of our hearts, with Christ. The man I work with discovered the truth of this, and it changed his life despite, not because of the circumstances that might otherwise have seemed to dictate the terms of his existance. Like the Samaritan in our Gospel reading today was free -- and you are too. All you need do is dare to believe that what Christ tells us is true. The apostle Paul did -- and he puts it best: "I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord." 

                                                                                                ---Amen 

