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Hope you all had a great Valentine’s Day yesterday.  Each year Steph and I go to the movies for Valentine’s Day.  This year we went to two: New in Town with Renee Zellwiger and then a movie that surprisingly did not garner any Academy Award nominations, Paul Blart: Mall Cop (.  I laughed out loud almost nonstop.  Kevin James plays a mall security officer whom nobody wants to be around and who has no real authority to do anything.  You can’t help but feel sorry for him at the beginning of the movie, but it’s a comedy and at the end of he ends up, naturally, being the hero and winning the heart of the girl he’s fallen for. 

Unfortunately while life has its funny moments, it’s not always a comedy.  Sometimes we find ourselves in a situation where no one wants to be around us. Sometimes we find ourselves like Paul Blart: Mall Cop, ostracized and alone.  
Sometimes that happens in the church.  I was on the phone with a very close friend from out of state a couple weeks ago.  He’s going through a rough time as he and his wife recently separated.  They’re trying to work things out, but it’s not easy.  What made me especially sad was that he was telling me about how when he goes to church now people intentionally avoid him.  They may make eye contact with him, but then they literally walk the other way.  In the most difficult and lonely season of his life he feels ostracized and alone in the one place where he should never feel that way, the church.  
In this morning’s gospel lesson from Mark 1 Jesus encounters someone who was ostracized and alone, a leper.  In Scripture leprosy refers to a variety of skin diseases, some of which caused one’s skin to decay, all of which caused the victim to be ostracized and left alone.  Those with leprosy were always in pain, and always reeked.  They took their stench and their suffering wherever they went.  In Jesus’ day in Galilee if you were a leper, you had to live outside town, either alone or with other lepers in makeshift communities known as leper colonies.  It didn’t stop there.  Listen to these verses from Leviticus about what lepers went through:

“The person who has the leprous* disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head be disheveled; and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ 46He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp” (Leviticus 13:45-46).
Some forms of leprosy were fatal, and caused excruciating suffering.  Other forms would pass in time.  If one were a Jew and felt like they were recovering from their leprosy, they had to go to a priest.  In Leviticus 13 and 14 we see that the priest was the one who would determine if the person had recovered from the leprosy, and the priest was the one who would pronounce the person clean or unclean.  It was not up to the leper; it was up to the priest.  If the priest determined that the leper was indeed clean and had recovered, he pronounced the leper clean and then sacrificed a lamb as a guilt offering.  The priest would put some lamb’s blood on the person’s big toe of their right foot, thumb of their right hand, and lobe of their right ear.  After the lamb was sacrificed, the leper was free to return to the community.
So if you were a leper in Jesus’ day, you were in a desperate position.  This was certainly the case with the leper in Mark 1, as he came to Jesus, begging and kneeling.  And yet the leper knew Jesus had the authority to do something about his situation, as he said to Jesus, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”    
And how did Jesus respond?  Jesus was “moved with pity,” or as other English translations put it, “moved with compassion.”  The Greek word for “moved with pity” or “moved with compassion” in this morning’s passage is splanchnizomai (say that five times fast (), and it is used a total of twelve times in the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) to describe Jesus’ heart toward broken people like the leper, broken people like you and me.  Every time in his ministry when Jesus was moved with pity, he did something for the person in need.  He was moved with pity and fed the five thousand (Matthew 14:14 and Mark 6:34).  He was moved with pity and cast a demon out of a boy (Mark 9:22).  He was moved with pity and raised a widow’s only son from the dead (Luke 7:13).  Pity or compassion marked the entirety of Jesus’ earthly ministry, as Matthew wrote in 9:36—“When (Jesus) saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.”  Ultimately Jesus’ pity and compassion for the world moved him to the cross.        
Jesus was so moved with pity for the leper, he did what the Old Testament law and societal custom forbid him to do; he “stretched out his hand and touched” the leper.  The Jesus said, “I do choose.  Be made clean!”  And what happened?  “Immediately the leprosy left him.”  The leper knew that the one with authority to heal, Jesus, could choose to heal him.  And Jesus did.  
One of my favorite authors is Mitch Albom.  A couple years ago he wrote For One More Day, a short book about a grown man reflecting on his relationship with his mom.  There are several small chapters called “Times My Mother Stood Up for Me.”  Here is one of those:

I am nine years old. I am at the local library.  The woman behind the desk looks over her glasses.  I have chosen 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne.  I like the drawings on the cover and I like the idea of people living under the ocean.  I haven’t looked at how big the words are, or how narrow the print.  The librarian studies me.  My shirt is untucked and one shoe is untied.

“This is too hard for you,” she says.

I watch her put it on a shelf behind her.  It might as well be locked in a vault.  I go back to the children’s section and choose a picture book about a monkey.  I return to the desk.  She stamps this one without comment.

When my mother drives up, I scramble into the front seat of her car.  She sees the book I’ve chosen.

“Haven’t you read that one already?” she asks.

“The lady wouldn’t let me take the one I wanted.”

“What lady?”

“The librarian lady.”

She turns off the ignition.

“Why wouldn’t she let you take it?”

“She said it was too hard.”

“What was too hard?”

“The book.”

My mother yanks me from the car.  She marches me through the door and up to the desk.

“I’m Mrs. Benetto.  This is my son, Charley.  Did you tell him a book was too hard for him to read?”
The librarian stiffens.  She is much older than my mother, and I am surprised at my mother’s tone, given how she usually talks to old people.

“He wanted to take out 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne,” she says, touching her glasses.  “He’s too young.  Look at him.”

I lower my head.  Look at me.

“Where’s the book?” my mother says.

The woman reaches behind her.  She plops it on the counter, as if to make a point by its heft.

My mother grabs the book and shoves it in my arms.  

“Don’t you ever tell a child something’s too hard,” she snaps.  “And never—NEVER—this child.”

Next thing I know I am being yanked out the door, hanging tightly to Jules Verne.  I feel like we have just robbed a bank, my mother and me, and I wonder if we’re going to get into trouble (For One More Day 51-52).

Charley did not have the authority to decide what he was or was not able to read.  And even the librarian didn’t have the authority to decide what Charley was or was not able to read.  Charley’s mom had that authority, and Charley’s mom stood up for Charley and not only made it clear that Charley could read 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, but made it possible for him to do so.  Charley’s mom stood up for her child.
Jesus stood up for the leper.  Jesus is the one who had the authority to make the leper clean and to pronounce him clean.  Not the leper, not other lepers, not the crowds who made sure the leper was always on the outside looking in.  And Jesus chose to make the leper clean.  
Jesus stands up for us too.  When we, like the leper, find ourselves ostracized and alone, so desperate for the love and forgiveness of God that we come to God, begging and kneeling, God gives us his grace, his unearned, one-way love and forgiveness.  God alone has the authority and ability to make us clean, and God alone has the authority to pronounce us clean—and he does both through Jesus Christ.  As Jesus said, “I do choose.  Be made clean!”

Going back to Leviticus 13 and 14, remember that the priest not only had the authority to declare recovered lepers clean, he also had the authority to offer a lamb on their behalf as a guilt offering.  
When it comes to our sin, to the unclean places in our lives, Jesus does the same thing.  Jesus is the Son of God, and he alone has the authority to make us clean.  When Jesus sees us, unclean, broken, desperate for his love and forgiveness, he is moved with pity and compassion as he was for the leper.  And in the same way he “stretched out his hand” and touched the leper, “he stretched out his arms upon the cross, and offered himself” as “a perfect sacrifice for the whole world” (BCP 362).  
Jesus did not offer a lamb as a guilt offering for the world, he offered himself as a guilt offering for the world.  Jesus is exactly who John the Baptist declared him to be, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  And in the same way in the Old Testament lamb’s blood was blood applied to the big toe of the right foot, the big thumb of the right hand, and the lobe of the right ear to symbolize that the guilt of the cleansed leper was completely covered, literally from head to toe, Jesus, the Lamb of God who shed his blood on the cross for the sins of the world takes away our guilt and makes us clean before him, from head to toe.  
We do not have the authority to make ourselves clean before God, but Jesus does.  Other people do not have the authority to make us clean before God, but Jesus does.  Jesus is the Great High Priest and the Lamb of God who takes away our sin and guilt and makes us clean and acceptable to God, period, full stop.
So what about you this morning?  If you feel ostracized or alone, if you feel unclean and repulsive to yourself or others for whatever reason, the good news of the gospel is that God is moved with pity, moved with compassion for you.  If you feel desperate for the love and forgiveness that only God can give, you are in the right place this morning.  God is a God of grace, and every single time we humble ourselves before him, as the leper did, begging and kneeling before Jesus, God gives us his grace.  Not once, not twice, but three times Scripture tells us that God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble (Proverbs 3:34, James 4:6, and I Peter 5:5).  
Unlike the people who avoided Paul Blart: Mall Cop, and unlike the people who intentionally avoid my hurting friend, Jesus does not avoid us when we feel ostracized or alone.  He is moved with pity and compassion, and he comes to us.  He reaches out and touches the darkest places in our hearts, and he cleanses us from our sin and guilt, from head to toe.  When we humble ourselves and confess our sins to God, as John wrote in his first letter, God “is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanses us from all unrighteousness” (I John 1:9).  Jesus makes us clean and removes our guilt because he has the authority to do so.  Jesus makes us clean and removes our guilt because he wants to, as he said to the leper, “I do choose.  Be made clean!” 
Let us pray.  
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