Out on our marquee, it says that Jesus is God’s Valentine.  Well, if that is so, then our Gospel lesson today tells us what that Valentine would say.  It’d say, “I do choose!”

The words Jesus said to the leper, who asked to be made clean.  The words God says to us each and every time we ask him…on Valentines Day and all year long, God sends us his love, saying, “I do choose.  Be made clean.”

Everywhere I went this past week, in each small group or Bible study, I asked the question, “What does it  mean to you to be made clean?”  Everyone got it.  They all said, “Forgiven,” or “Washed of my sin.”  Even today, we all seem to connect sin with being unclean.
And in Jesus’ day?  When lepers were outcasts from society…who couldn’t even live within the city walls…they were not only considered unclean, but anyone who touched them would be unclean as well.

It is hard for us in our post modern world with our medical technology and our hospitals and our drugs to comprehend what it meant to be a leper in a 1st Century Middle Eastern world.  Torah law was strict…and was strictly observed.  You want some interesting reading this afternoon?  Read through Leviticus 13 and 14.  Persons with leprosy had to:

Wear torn clothes


Leave their hair disheveled


Live alone (dwelling outside the camp)


Maintain a distance of 50 paces from other people


Cover their upper lip, crying “unclean, unclean!”
Because leprosy back then covered a whole range of skin diseases, many contagious, but some not, lepers were forced into a life of isolation.  A leper couldn’t work, go to temple, live with his family, mix with society.  The effects were medical, social, religious and financial.  It was a living death.

And if that isn’t bad enough, because there are instances in the Old Testament where God afflicted people with leprosy as punishment, people of Jesus day tended to see leprosy as a punishment for sin.  Lepers were not only isolated, they lived like sinners beyond redemption.  It’s hard to imagine anything worse.  
No wonder this man broke all the rules, risked everything to get to this rabbi who was able to heal! And no wonder Jesus, filled with pity, broke all the rules to make him clean once more.  Not to HEAL him, but to make him clean. Notice what the leper asked of Jesus.  He didn’t ask to be healed, he asked:


Leper: If you choose, you can make me clean.




(click)


Jesus:  I do choose.  Be made clean.
In this story there is no reference to healing, but four references to being made clean.

Being made clean would be disease-free…but it would also be so much more!  It would literally restore him to life!  Life in all the abundance God wants for his people.  And the leper’s response?  Even though Jesus told him not to, he couldn’t NOT tell!  He went off to proclaim the good news.  He went off and he WAS the good news!

So – here we are, 2000 years later and halfway around the world, in a day of penicillin and good hygiene, easier diagnoses and choices of treatment.  What does this story have to do with us?  I mean…Do you know any lepers?
Remember the question I asked all week?  “What does it mean to you to be made clean?”  We may not know any lepers, and we may not be lepers, but we aren’t free from sin and we certainly aren’t clean and holy all the time, either!  Actually…we are that leper.  We are unclean, ruining relationships, separating ourselves from one another and from God by our sin.  We are that leper coming to Jesus again today, saying, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”
I kept asking myself as I read this account of this one particular leper…why do we hear about this one?   Just last week in our text, which would be like yesterday in the story, Jesus was healing the whole town.  So why highlight just one?  Somehow, I think it’s to help us understand the “for all” and the “for you” in Jesus’ life-saving, life-giving death and resurrection.

Just like Jesus touched that leper and took his uncleanness unto himself, he does the same for us.  He did it on the cross.  He does it again here today in Holy Communion.  He did it for all, and he did it for you.  A fun example a pastor friend and I used to use when teaching First Communion - to help us understand this Jesus who says, “I do choose…you!” went something like this:

Say you and your friends were hanging out, doing what you usually do and across the parking lot you saw Michael Jordan!  And Michael Jordan)was yelling, “Hey you!  Come here…I want to shoot some hoops with you!”  Surely he doesn’t mean me!  I’m not even any good.  He must mean one of these other kids.  But if Michael Jordan came right over to you, picked you up and said, “Hey, I mean you!  Come on, let’s play!” you’d know for sure he meant you.  He touched you.  He chose you.  There would be no doubt.

Well, that’s exactly what Jesus does in Holy Communion.  In the bread and the wine, with his body and his blood, Jesus himself touches you, says, “I do choose –you - to make you clean,” and he takes our sin, our uncleanness unto himself, and sends us out joyfully, like the leper who couldn’t NOT tell everyone what Jesus can do.  
The leper proclaimed the Good News and then the leper became Good News.  Jesus, here on earth to reveal what kind of a God his Father is, first proclaims the Good News…and then, on the cross, dying for us, he becomes the Good News.  You and I, here in this place proclaim the good News, are cleansed once more, and are sent out to be the Good News.  And we are.  Every time we forgive and forget, every time we hug and give wholeness, every time we reach out and touch in love, we, too, are the Good News of god in Jesus Christ.
God’s Valentine to us is ours to give away, again and again.  Ours to take out these doors, as joyfully as that leper so long ago, such Good News that we can’t NOT share it with a world that needs to know it.  Because just as his body was given for you, it was given for all people.  
Amen.  It is so.  We hear that word over and over as people receive the body and blood of our healing, cleansing Lord.   “This is my body given for you; this is my blood shed for you and for all people for the forgiveness of sin.”  And we say, “Amen.”  It is so.  “I do choose.” Jesus says.  And we answer, “Amen.”  Let it be so!  Amen!
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