In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

When I began working on this sermon, I had the idea of healing as a theme. Now this is relevant, and I will spend some time on that subject, but as I got into the actual writing of this sermon the theme of obedience kept popping up. So rather than ignore it, I’ve included it. I also need to stress that whenever I mention healing, I’m not just talking about the outward obvious physical healing. There is emotional healing, psychological healing, spiritual healing, relationship healing, and even sexual healing.

But healing does seem like the obvious theme from our readings today. We have healing in the first reading and healing in the Gospel. Both of them deal with the same condition, leprosy. Now leprosy in biblical times was problem. It had an evil stigma. The Jewish idea was that if you sinned, you would suffer. Their whole experience as a nation entrenched this idea. That doesn’t mean that they learnt their lesson. The Old Testament seems to be filled with the never-ending cycle of Israel sinning, suffering, repenting, returning to God’s favor, prospering, then straying again into sin, then suffering, repentance and so on. And they were not alone in attaching a bad, evil or at the very least stigma of fear on leprosy. Robin Island, the apartheid government’s worst place of banishment was a leper’s colony before it was a prison. Lepers were banished there, thrown out of society, isolated and discarded. But the word used for leprosy in both reading can actually mean any kind of skin condition. And Naaman was a commander of the army of the king of Aram, even a man that seemed to be favored by the Lord. But he had leprosy.

Both men however sought out healing. They wanted to be healed. Here is our first pointer towards healing. You have to want to be healed. Now this might seem obvious, but as odd as it might sound, there are some people that are happy with their suffering. Their condition or their pain defines who they are, and they can be scared to seek healing because to give that up means loosing a part of themselves. Now this can apply to physical healing as well as behaviors, attitudes, addictions and even sin. The alcoholic might beg to be healed, but hide a bottle of booze for ‘just now’, or “just in case.” And God has also explicitly said, “Knock and the door will be open, seek and you will find…” The reverse of that is also true, that if we keep the door closed or don’t look, then God can’t help us. Now look at how the leper addresses Jesus. He begs on his knees. Likewise Naaman had traveled a great distance to be healed, and brought with him great wealth. How eager they are to be healed.

And note Jesus’ reaction to the leper’s plea. Jesus is filled with compassion, and reaches out and touches him. Here is another glimpse of Jesus’ ministry to the outcasts. The rejected and abandoned, the despised and the destitute should take great courage from this simple gesture. Jesus reaches out and touches him. I’m not sure how many people would remember that picture of Diana, Princess of Wales, when, on a visit to (I think it was Mozambique) she reached out a hugged a woman that had AIDS. That simple gesture, physically touching someone who for a large part of their life has been shunned, that people have drawn back from, afraid to touch. Physical contact can be so powerful, and its absence can literally cause death. There was a study done in an orphanage, where they were experiencing regular deaths of small babies. They found that the babies that were dieing were the ones that were at the back of the room, the furthest from the entrance. But it was only when they observed how most people, when they entered the room, would touch the babies closest, to them or pick them up, that by the time they got to the back of the room they already had a baby in their arms, or didn’t even reach there because they were occupied at the front. The babies at the back were dieing from lack of touch. And so Jesus reaches out and touches him. Sometimes we might like to think that Jesus can’t understand the pressures we face, the things we have to endure, after all the world has changed so much since he was born. But some things don’t change. A hug can still say far more than words. Physical contact remains powerful.

Then there is that beautiful phrase that to me was like finding a hidden treasure when I read it. In response to the lepers plea, “If you are willing”, Jesus replies, “I am willing.” “I am willing.” Now the “I am” sayings actually come from John’s gospel. There are seven of them, “I am the bread of life.” “I am the light of the world.” “I am the door.” “I am the good shepherd.” “I am the resurrection and the life.” “I am the way, the truth and the life.” “I am he.” All of these echo back to the name God gave Himself when He revealed Himself to Moses. “I AM WHO I AM”.

To this list I want to add, “I am willing.” Never more can we doubt God’s desire, or His intention. He is willing. He is willing to heal us. We can ask with confidence, “Lord I know you want to heal me. I know you want the best for me.” Some people insist on putting the phrase “If you are willing.” or, “If it is Your will.” before their prayers. The even Arabs have a saying “Inshala” which translates as “God willing” The danger there is that we don’t have to really believe that God will answer our prayers. It gives us an escape clause. We can turn around and say “It’s not God’s will.” The problem with that is that we can end up blaming God for us not being healed. Now I believe that God is healing people all the time, in more than jut the ways I mentioned at the beginning of my sermon, physically, emotionally, psychologically, spiritually, in relationships and sexually. I also believe that God works though doctors, nurses and paramedics, though medicines and vaccines, though others to heal people. But, but it is also true that people are not healed in the way they way to be. And it’s not fair to blame the person that hasn’t been healed. While it’s true, as I’ve already mentioned that we can block God from healing us, whether consciously or subconsciously, God sometimes doesn’t heal for reasons that we can’t understand. But that doesn’t mean that He isn’t willing. If Hannah asks me to stay in her bedroom until she falls asleep because she is afraid, as much as I don’t want her to be afraid, it is my duty as a parent to encourage her to face her fears, and to deal with the true issue, which might just be that she doesn’t want to go to bed, rather than just turn down her request and leave her to be afraid. That might not be a prefect analogy, but I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, being a parent or caring for children, gives us a glimpse how God deals with us. So God is willing. “I am willing” Jesus says, “Be clean.” 

Now here is where obedience as a theme seems to take over. There is a clear difference between the first reading and our Gospel. In the first reading, Naaman, although he is initially insulted by the instructions he is given, he follows them. He is obedient, while the leper in our Gospel is disobedient. Our leper is strongly warned not to tell everyone. The verb that is translated here as ‘strongly warned’ is also used to express anger or a stern admonishment. There’s a depth of feeling here. Jesus has just physically healed the man, but doesn’t want other people to know, why? Why not spread the word, gather people towards Himself. Well the answer is found in the next verse, as well as the previous section. As my dad said last week, Jesus was not interested in popularity. When He became too well know in one area, be it Meyersdal, He wanted to move onto another area, to Brackendowns or Brackenhurst. Jesus’ primary mission, as willing as He was, was not to provide physical healing. Jesus was always more concerned on spiritual healing, on drawing the marginalized, the abandoned, the weeping towards himself. And the leper’s disobedience hinders His work. Jesus now can’t work in this area. He had to withdraw to lonely places. It’s a scary thought, that we can not only stop God from working in our own lives, but also that we can hinder Him from working in others. Our disobedience not only causes problems for ourselves, as in the case of Elisha’s servant, from our first reading, that got leprosy, but also for God, in the case of our Gospel.

And this is where I believe our psalm and second reading fit in. From verse 3 of our psalm this morning, “For whilst I held my tongue: my bones washed away with my daily complaining.” While we are disobedient, things don’t go easy for us, or in the analogy of a race from our second reading, if we don’t train for the race we might fail to finish or even be disqualified. So obedience is needed, not only for our own sake, but also for others.

But how do we do this? How do we practice for the race, or keep up our strength in it? Partly it is our own actions. We need to do something. No pain, no gain is the saying in the gym. But there is more we need, for the race is long and the hurdles we will face are not all physical, or even ones that we can overcome by ourselves. And thank God we don’t have to! What we need to do, and should be doing all the time is asking God. Asking Jesus for help, for healing of our tired muscles and aching bones, or the blisters that runners can get on their feet. 

Ask Jesus, beg Him, for He is willing and will reach out in compassion, hold us, heal us, and enable us to continue that race, to finish it, win that prize and gain that imperishable crown He has promised us.

So it’s my prayer this week that we will be more aware of the healing that occurs all around us. That we will seek healing for ourselves with confidence, and that we will strive to be more obedient and prepare for the race.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
