“Oh…The Audacity!”

Mark 1: 40-45

To be a preacher, one has to be a philologist of sorts. That is to say, “a lover of words.”  It is what one who writes and speaks for a living does - play with words and their meaning. I happen to believe that words – language - has power.

 I’m reading a wonderful book right now by Presbyterian pastor and biblical scholar Eugene Peterson. It’s is a conversation on the spirituality of language. It’s title is Tell it Slant, which is a phrase drawn from one of Emily Dickinson’s poems. In the book, Peterson looks at the language Jesus uses in his stories and prayers. In the introduction of the book, Peterson writes this about language.

“Language, all of it – every vowel, every consonant – is a gift from God. God uses it to create and command us; we use it to confess our sins and sing praises to God. We use the very same language getting to know one another, buying and selling, writing letters and reading books. We use the same language in talking to one another that we use in talking to God; same nouns and verbs, same adverbs and adjectives, same conjunctions and interjections, same prepositions and pronouns. There is no “Holy Ghost” language used for matters of God and salvation and then a separate secular language for buying cabbage and cars. ‘Give us this day our daily bread’ and ‘pass the potatoes’ come out of the same language pool.” (Eugene Peterson, Tell it Slant, p.2)

Language – words – has power. By way of this extended introduction, I invite you to consider with me one word that sheds light on the spiritual message in the biblical text we have read today. It is the word audacity. 

 Audacity is derived from a Middle English word that means “daring.” Audacity is “boldness”, especially when it comes to crossing conventional boundaries of propriety and custom. To “be audacious” is to be intrepid enough to cast aside the rules and to step out in fearlessness and daring to forge a new way of being.

 I want to suggest to you that in our biblical passage this morning, we have a powerful message about audacity, on two fronts. First of all, there is…

…The audacity of the leper

 To see how the leper is audacious in this story we need to understand a little about the disease of leprosy and how it was viewed in biblical times. In those times, leprosy was not specifically what we know as leprosy today. Today it is called Hansen’s disease. It is a terrible affliction called by a bacterial infection. It leads to the loss of sensation in the extremities, which is why some of the deformities associated with leprosy occur. People injure themselves because they cannot feel the damage. However, in biblical times, leprosy was a broad term for any number of skin problems. People feared it and so they isolated the leprous from the community. In fact in the Old Testament book of Leviticus here’s the prescribed law concerning lepers:

45The 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)

 Lepers were considered a threat to public health and so they were quarantined. They were forbidden to be with family. They could no longer live at home or go to worship. If the shadow of a leper fell across your table, you had to dispose of the food. Josephus, the Jewish historian of the 1st century referred to the leper as one “in no way differing from a corpse,” (in The Gospel According to Mark; The Pillar New Testament Commentary, James R. Edwards, p. 69). In the Middle Ages, lepers were made to wear bells like a cow, so that folks would be warned of their approach. To be a leper was to be a pariah in the community. 

 But now notice the leper in our story today. This leper seems to have forgotten the prescriptions of Leviticus. This leper exhibits audacity! He boldly and daringly crosses the boundaries of convention.

 “40A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he said to him, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”(Mark1:40)

This leper has cast aside the rules that have made him a pariah. He has lost so much in life he is willing to reach and risk –to go for broke. He could be stoned to death for his audacity, but he is willing to risk everything to be in the presence of this one whom he must have heard was a healer.

 He came to Jesus! And he came, not crying out “Unclean! Unclean! – He came, not warning Jesus to stay away from him. Rather he came “begging.” He came asking Jesus to come near to him! The word “beg” here in the Greek (parakaleo) literally means to “come stand beside me.”  And then this poor wretch has the nerve to ask for what he needs. Almost like a panhandler on the street of downtown Atlanta, the man has the nerve to ask for what he needs.

“If you choose, you can make me clean.”

 Oh, the audacity of this leper! But you know, that’s what it take sometime for those pushed to the margins to be heard. When you have been abandoned and judged; when you have been exiled and silenced and feared, I suppose there comes a point where you are willing to risk. This man finds his voice. He dares to speak. He dares to cross the line of propriety to be heard, to be seen, to no longer be ignored. Oh…the audacity!

 But the audacity in this story does not end with the leper, for we also see in this story…

…The audacity of Jesus

 The action of Jesus in this story is really no less scandalous and no less audacious than that of the leper. For what does Jesus do when the leper boldly violates the dictates of Leviticus? Mark writes:

41Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, “I do choose. Be made clean!”

In the face of a leper’s intrusion into one’s personal space, one would expect a good Jew to recoil in protection and self-defense. One would expect a good Jew to shoo him away. But Jesus doesn’t do that. Compassion replaces contempt in Jesus. Rather than turning from the leper Jesus turns toward the leper, in fact he touches him! Oh…the audacity of Jesus! (see Edwards, p.69) 

 Jesus wills that this man be welcomed and not shunned! Jesus wills that he be brought back into the faith, not kept on the sidelines! Jesus wills that he no longer be a parish, but a full participant in the community! Oh…the audacity of Jesus!

 Here’s a little interesting side note: Verse 41 says that Jesus was moved by “pity.” Some translations read that Jesus was moved by “compassion.” But did you know that there is a very old and important manuscript of this text that says, Jesus was moved by “anger?” That’s right, anger! Jesus got mad at this man’s situation. There was a sense of righteous indignation that Jesus had about this leper’s plight. It disgusted Jesus that religious rules could keep one in need of compassion and pity from getting help. And so what did Jesus do? He broke the rules! He boldly and intrepidly transgressed the dictates of Leviticus and he touched the leper. Oh…the audacity of Jesus!

There is something to be learned from both the audacity of the leper and the audacity of Jesus. From the leper we learn what it means to be a self-advocate. Do you ever just suffer silently rather than asking for help? Do you ever just sort of fade into the scenery rather than admitting you have a need? I’m afraid we all tend to do that in this culture in which we live in.

It’s communicated to us at every turn in our culture that we’re supposed to have our act together. And if we don’t then we should be quiet about it. Put on the façade! Put on the stiff upper lip! Don’t let people see that you’re hurting and in need! Sadly we even carry that pattern of relating with each other into the church with us. We dress ourselves up and put those smiles on our faces and we come to church and we act as if we’re doing fine, when deep down inside we are hurting, feeling alone and isolated and unclean.

If you feel that way, hear this – you are not alone.  The truth of the matter is that there is a leper living inside of each one of us. There is a place inside each and every one of our hearts where we feel disconnected from life and from the love of others. And we just want to be accepted for who we are. But in those moments when we are like the leper in the text today and exercise a little audacity and admit our need – shamelessly and boldly admit our need, we are on the way to our healing.

 You see, the reality is there is not a single one of us who is not “unclean.” The way the Apostle Paul said is “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” We are all by nature lepers in need of cleansing and inclusion in the household of God. When we have the audacity to recognize it and admit it, we are on the road to healing.

 And there is something to be learned from the audacity of Jesus this story as well. From Jesus we learn religion – real religion – is more than rules. Sometimes it is in fact a violating of the rules. Religion is more than law; it is love. Jesus had love more than he had law. He did not throw out the laws of the Bible, but he did reinterpret the laws in the light of compassion and care for individuals in need.

 Which of our church “rules” might Jesus break if her were walking around today? Which ones would he get “angry” about because they kept people outside the circle of compassion? Who are the lepers in our communities who are begging to be accepted and we are afraid to welcome them because we think what they have “might be catching?” And if we feel that way, what might Jesus say to us if he were here this morning? (ref. Brian Stoffregen at www.crossmarks.com/brian/mark1x40.htm)

 Anna Sewell, best know as the author of classic novel Black Beauty, was raised in a devout Quaker family, where religion was taken very seriously. Once Ann Sewell said this:

 “There is no religion without love, and people may talk as much as they like about their religion, but if it does not teach them to be good and kind to man and beast, it is all a sham.”

Right on, Anna! How true that is! And it is the sham of religion that Jesus came to expose – in the pious of his day and in our self-righteousness today.

 Jesus is the embodiment of the greatest tradition of the prophets of the Old Testament who spoke a “thus saith the Lord,” declaring that what God demands is not sacrifice, but mercy. As our text from Micah today so beautifully proclaims:

 “What does the Lord require of you but that you do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)

 Of course, when you transgress the boundaries like Jesus did you can expect that it will not sit well with the lovers of the status quo. It got Jesus in trouble with the religious elite of his day. Ultimately it got him crucified. “Oh…” said the scribes and Pharisees, “the audacity of this Jesus!”  But here’s the good news: God raised him from the dead to vindicate the Jesus way –the way of compassion and mercy that pulls the outsiders toward the family center.

 May you find your own audacity today to claim your oneness with the leper. And may the audacity of Jesus touch you and set you free to know that you are a precious and beloved child of God.
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