Text: Mark 1:40-45

Introduction
I want to start out with a piece of background.  From Leviticus 13:45-46, “The person with an infectious skin disease must wear torn clothes, uncover his head, cover his lip and cry out ‘unclean, unclean’.  As long as he has the infection he remains unclean.  He must live alone; he must live outside the camp.”  The person with an infectious skin disease must in other words live as one already dead.  Clothes torn in mourning, cut off from the living.
Those skin infections were various and Leviticus 13 goes into a bunch of different manifestations.  Three things came to mind when I was reading them.  The first was it was like reading an old diagnostic manual.  If the patient presents with this, she has that, which is treated with x.  The second was the unfortunate truth that this manual read like the old manual for horses:  If the horse has x the treatment is always shoot it.  The third thing was that included in this list of skin disease is baldness.  I was happy when Leviticus declares that “when a man has lost his hair and is bald, he is clean.  Also if he has lost his hair from the front of his scalp and he has a bald forehead, he is clean.”  In this long list of things that the diagnoses is unclean, go right to banishment and ripped clothes, God had pity on the bald and balding.  It is like he knew the lengths we might go too to avoid uncleanness.
But with the analogies to diagnosis and even the sympathy with a fast approaching condition the conclusion is one that is fundamentally foreign to our way of thinking.  In our modern world we are maniacally focused on the appearance of cleanliness.  You can’t buy a soap that isn’t anti-microbial.  The cleaning supplies take up two full aisles in Wal-Mart – you have the kitchen cleaning aisle and the bathroom/washroom cleaning aisle.  I’m sure you heard your mother say something like “cleanliness is next to Godliness” although that phrase assumes a cultural understanding that we mostly have lost.  We know what physical cleanliness is.  There has never been a culture so devoted to washing and scrubbing and cleanliness.  We’ve even created a term for males who have bought into the physical cleanliness regime – metrosexual.  Good bye unsightly facial hair or hands that look like they do a day’s work, hello antiseptic cleanliness.  What we have lost almost completely is the sense of spiritual cleanliness.  It is almost as if our society is trying to make up in the physical what we are denying in the spiritual.  Our science and understanding have given us seemingly complete mastery over the clean, yet we still feel unclean.
Text
Our text today contains a shocking exchange.  A leper, a man clearly under that Levitical ban to be outside the camp – a man who should have been shouting unclean, unclean, stay away, stay away – comes toward Jesus  and continuously calling him and kneeling (right at his feet), kneeling says to Jesus, “If you want to, you are able to cleanse me.”  This man breaks all the rules.  He has been very bold in coming right up to Jesus and knows exactly what Jesus can do – you have the power to clean me. 
Shocking action, but the reply is even more shocking.  Jesus, feeling great emotion, extends his hand and touches this man.  Touching a leper made one unclean.  But Jesus does not accept that.  Uncleanness does not come from the outside – but what is on the inside is what makes one unclean.  Jesus refuses to accept the uncleanness.  Instead his answers simply, “I want, be cleansed!”  I want to heal you.  You are right I have the power and I want to use it.  Be cleansed.  And immediately.  We don’t know how far progressed was the man’s leprosy or skin disease, but we can guess.  Far enough along that he didn’t care about the rules of society any more.  Far enough along that he was willing to risk everything left on one plea – “If you want, you are able to cleanse me.”  And immediately the leprosy went away from him and he was cleansed.  The years of deformation and rot and disfigurement caused by the disease immediately went away.  Before the eyes of everyone this man they surely revolted against was made whole, immediately.
I want you to take out the bulletin for a second.  And look at what comes next, v 43 “and Jesus sternly charged him and sent him away at once.”  Sound like an ending, right?  A man boldly comes to Jesus, Jesus cleans him and sends him.  Nice clean ending… but Mark continues the story, almost a coda to the healing.  He tells us what that stern charging was.  “See, you say nothing to nobody.”  You can’t get a stronger statement.   A gospel writer known for his few words stacks up the intensifiers.  See, nothing to nobody…  Almost like using your best Tony Soprano voice.  He meant it.   But the healed man ignores this stern warning.  In verse 45, Mark uses loaded words.  “The man began to proclaim (preach) much and the spread the word…”  Proclaim…Word…loaded words.
The man’s response to being healed, the healthy response to being cleansed by Jesus is to proclaim and spread the word.  Come and see.  Look what Jesus did for me.  Come listen to this story, I’ve got to tell you about the man who made me whole.  Jesus said don’t do it.  It made his life on earth harder.  Jesus couldn’t enter the towns.  He couldn’t get away from the crowds.  But unlike with the demons who proclaim who he is, and Jesus shuts them up, the healed break the master’s commands for the sake of the gospel and there is no crack down.  So, while it increased the suffering of the messiah on earth…that is why Jesus had come.  This cleansed man got the message and the mission.  Jesus would not stop that.  And counter-intuitively - the proclamation grew anyway, the proclamation of the gospel and the kingdom was handed over to the healed, while Jesus would teach all who came.  They came from all directions to Jesus even in the desert places.
Application
There are three things that should immediately affect how we live.  
1) There is nothing that Jesus cannot heal.  Jesus came for the sick.  Jesus came for those who feel that great amount of uncleanness, regardless of the amount of soap used.  Just like that leper who by the law was outside of the camp, because of our uncleanness, our sin, we are outside of God.  Out of our natural hearts come every type of evil and uncleanness.  And that sin distorts us.  The things we don’t want to do, we do anyway.  Our minds become dull and our hearts hard.  We start ignoring that uncleanness.  To the point where we might even deny that it exists.  But it was for the sick that Jesus came.  Jesus called the tax collectors and sinners.  He healed the lepers, those already declared dead.  He raised the dead.  Yes, our sins have distorted the image of god that is on us.  But Jesus came to heal that.  There is no sin outside of denying his power to forgive that can’t be cleansed.  “If you want, you are able.”  
2) Jesus desperately wants to heal the sick and the dying.  “I want, be cleansed,” were his words.  Jesus took all of our uncleanness.  All of those sins.  Every bad thought, word and deed you can imagine and took them to that cross.  Jesus so desired to bridge the gulf between god and us that he took our uncleanness.  Jesus reaches out with emotion to every one of us and touches us and says child, I want, be cleansed.  That cross tells you how much I wanted to heal you and bring you back into God’s camp.
3) The healthy response of the cleansed is to proclaim the word.  Our world and culture will try and tell you the one unclean thing is to share the love of Jesus.  ‘That is intruding,’ it will say, or ‘everyone needs to make up their own mind, you just butt out.’  Don’t listen to the devil, don’t slip back into uncleanness.  Don’t give up your freedom that Christ won for you.  There is only one who has the power to make people clean.  There is only one who wills to clean and can stop those frantic thoughts of uncleanness.    And everybody is looking for him.  They may not know where to find him.  Just like everybody from that town of Capernaum looking for Jesus with Peter early in the morning.  Just like the crowds that stream out of the towns to the desert places.  Everybody is looking for the one who can make us clean.  They just need directions.  They need a Philip telling Nathanael – “come and see”.  They need a former leper who runs into the city who begins to proclaim the word.  How will they know if they don’t hear?  Everybody needs to hear the Word.  It is the height of Love to lead someone to the cleansing of Jesus Christ.  The healthy, those who have accepted the word in their life, will go so far as to break the order of the Lord to call the lost.  {As Martin Luther once said, “sin boldly.”}  What are the lies of Satan compared to that?

How does Jesus affect how we live?  He has cleansed us and sent us back into the world.  There is nothing in this world that we need fear.  Only what is inside can make us unclean, and Jesus has put His Holy Spirit inside of us.  We have been made clean inside and out.  We have nothing to fear.  And that enables us as healthy people, as a healthy church to proclaim the word to those we are sent to.  He cleansed us in this world to go back and find others.  Eventually that cleansing brings the glories of heaven, but there is productive work to be done to bring the crowds to Jesus in what the world sees as desert places.  Amen.
