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Reaching over Boundaries
Mark 1:40‑45 

Mark’s Gospel begins like a shot fired from a cannon, and those of us in the church may be surprised at where he’s aiming.  Things happen so quickly in Mark’s Gospel—particularly here in the first chapter—that there’s little time to reflect on what’s happening.  Over and over again, Mark moves us from one scene to the next. He’ll tell us about one moment in Jesus’ life, and then he’ll transition to the next with these words: “And immediately....”  And immediately, one thing becomes clear:  When you read Mark’s gospel, you’re in for a wild ride.  

From the moment of Jesus’ baptism, which Mark describes as God tearing open the heavens to come down, we’ve been watching this God at work in Jesus create all sorts of chaos in the world.  Orderly lives are disrupted as nets are laid down; traditional values are overturned; well-marked boundaries are blurred.  “When God’s on the loose in your world,” Mark tells us, “things are going to happen.  Because when God moves, walls fall.  It’s as simple as that.”

At the beginning of Mark’s gospel, several walls are in plain view.  Brian Blount (who will be one of the preachers at this summer’s Massanetta Springs Bible Conference) describes these walls well when he writes:  “A wall of sin separated the people from God.  Institutional walls alienated the people from each other.  Laws…became weapons that targeted the broken and the lost.  Detonated by pharisaic and scribal teaching, they blasted lepers, sinners, women, and the infirm out of the circle of communal living.  That is why God breaks in.  Working through Jesus, God wages war against the rampart of sin and the codification of purity and holiness.  And the walls come tumblin’ down.”


Today’s text brings into focus one of those walls that needed to come down.  It was the wall that separated a leper from the community.  While we understand leprosy as a terrifying skin disease, for the Jews it represented the most extreme example of uncleanness.  Lepers were considered so unclean that they were not allowed to come into contact with other human beings or with others’ property, which meant that they were totally cut off from society.  The underlying thought was that a pure people could become tainted by such an impure person.
It is this wall that separates this leper from Jesus, and from anyone else who would come near.  While Jesus does respond to the man’s request to be healed of the disease, something more important happens first.  Jesus, fully aware of the boundary between them; knowing the tradition; fully aware of the law forbidding it—before he heals the man, Jesus reaches out and touches him.

As one commentator explains it: “In touching this man, Jesus did not simply run the risk of catching the leprosy, but also made himself unclean according to the regulations of the Mosaic law.”

We dare not miss how significant this moment is.  Instead of confirming the man’s exclusion by avoiding him at all costs, Jesus does the opposite.  He reaches out and touches him.  In doing so, he shattered the boundaries of purity that excluded lepers and others from the community and forced the question:  what does God’s community really look like?
This is the power of God that is loose in the world.  This is a God who refuses to be kept under control, and for those of us who follow the God we meet in Jesus, one thing’s clear:  it will be a wild ride, because Jesus doesn’t simply proclaim a message that shattered walls and stretched boundaries, but he also invited his disciples to join him in that work, and that can be a risky thing.  Mark keeps telling us over and over again that when God’s Spirit gets hold of us, really gets into us, that we will be transformed and sent to the wild work of transforming the world.
We will, Mark says, become partners in God’s wild work.  To work for God is to be thrown directly into the path of those who would oppose God.  And while we often think that that happens most clearly when we’re driven into the wilderness, Jesus discovered that it was among the civilized religious people that he got into the most trouble.  So much trouble, in fact, that by the 6th verse of just Mark’s third chapter, we learn that the religious folks are already plotting to get rid of this boundary-shattering Jesus who keeps messing things up.

Brian Blount again points out how troubling this was to the religious leaders when he writes, “What religion and its leaders are trying to do is to get you ordered, get you to do the right thing, to stand in the right line.  What they’re trying to do is to tame the wild force that wants to run free and loose inside you and through you.  Don’t stand over here where all the gambling and prostitution is going on.  Stand over here where there are nice people who go to church every Sunday.”
“Don’t stand over here with people who cheat and steal.  Stand over here where everybody acts nice.”

“Don’t stand over here with people who break the laws that make all of us safe and keep all of us doing the right thing before God and each other.  Stand over here with those of us who will do whatever is necessary, lock up whoever we find necessary, to put the law first.  Nobody is above the law, right?”
“Leaders get you to heaven by getting you to toe this religious party line.  That’s what leaders did in Mark’s time; it’s what leaders do in our time.  And if somebody comes along and starts saying and doing different, then somebody’s got to find a way to stop them.”

“Well, in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is the one who touches and holds lepers.  Jesus is the one who parties with cheating tax collectors and stealing sinners.  Jesus is the one who broke the Sabbath laws right in front of the people who had been obeying the Sabbath laws all their lives.  Jesus is the one who told them that whoever said that nobody was above the law was wrong, that everybody was above the law, because the law was made to serve humans, humans weren’t made to serve the law.”

“That is what the world—the religious, spiritual, social, and political world—looks like when Jesus sets God loose in it.  It’s a wild world out of religious, regulatory control, a world on the edge of time, a world that thinks the reign of God might break in at any moment, a world so sure that God is right around the corner that it stops thinking about standing in line and starts lining up the ways, all the ways the people of the world can think of to help each other.”

You see the danger, I hope.  We read this story about the man with leprosy and think it’s not about us.  But in doing so, we forget that all of us are lepers of sorts.  Our leprosy just takes different forms.  As someone remarked in a discussion I was part of lately, “You have the type of leprosy that gets you excluded.  I have the type of leprosy that gets you tenured.”   Viewed in this way, this story becomes a story about reaching over boundaries to help one another and not a story about sweeping our churches and lives clean of anybody who’s made mistakes.

In just a moment, we will baptize Megan and Caitlyn into this story.  We will trace the cross on their foreheads and remind them and us that they belong to God.  And in all that we do with and for them throughout their time in this congregation, we will be inviting them to join us in the wild ride prepared for those who follow this boundary-breaking Savior.

This is the God Mark invites us to follow in his picture of Jesus—a God in the business of tearing down anything that separates us from God and each other.  It is to that task—that frightening, difficult, challenging task—that we have been called. And, as Mark reminds us on every page, if we want to follow this God, we’re in for a wild ride.
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