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Scripture reading: Matthew 8:1-3

When he came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him.  A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”

Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  “I am willing,” he said.  “Be clean!”  Immediately he was cured of his leprosy.

It is sometimes said that a picture is worth a thousand words. 

Pictures of people living and dying with AIDS, such as we have seen from Africa, prove that point.

The odd time though, a word may also be worth a thousand pictures.

Like the words of Jesus in this remarkable story:

"I am willing".  

Words that open a thousand windows and unlock a thousand doors.

But first look closely at the picture Matthew presents us.  

Its a common scene in the gospels – try to imagine it

Large crowds surround Jesus.

People mill about, jostling one another, talking, laughing,  pushing, shoving.

Its a Jesus carnival. 

And there he is at the center. The Great Teacher. 

He has just finished delivering the sermon of his life, displaying himself as a zealot for righteousness, calling people to radical obedience.  

The people are amazed because he speaks with unusual authority.  

They bask in the warm glow of his words.

Suddenly, a cry is heard. People begin to scurry about. A look of fear passes over the faces of many.  

Some draw back in horror, others in wonder.

Mothers grab their children, grown men cover their faces with their robes.  

Through the noise and confusion is heard the tinkling of a small bell.

The little bell announces the presence of a leper.

Now a shout goes up, Melatz!  Melatz!  Unclean! Unclean!    

Leper on the loose!  Get out of the way! Run! Protect yourself!

The people fear this hideous disease, the open, bleeding sores.  

They fear the leper because he is the presence of death in their midst. 

And they shrink back because he bears the judgement of God.

Everyone knows lepers are unclean. So they are:

forbidden from entering the temple, 

abandoned by the whole community, 

exiled to caves where they can’t harm the rest of us.
To see a leper is to see the face of the Judgement of God.
To touch a leper is to die.

In the panicked crowd only one does not cower in fear.  

And it is to Jesus that the leper slowly makes his way until they are face to face and this bold leper says


"if you are willing, you can make me clean."  

How did he know that?  

Maybe someone told him about Jesus’s words spoken on the mountain: 

"ask and it will be given to you".  

I am willing he says. 

Just like that.  He just says it.

Everyone else may run and hide, but I am willing.  

Its why I’ve come after all.  To heal the sick  

Words of life.

I am willing

And then he reaches out and touches this untouchable refugee from grace, 

with his hands he touches him

and he heals him.  

Jesus reached across the social barriers that stigmatized this man 

Jesus reached across boundaries of fear that isolated him 

Jesus reached out across the barriers of religious tradition that pronounced him unclean 

Jesus reached out across that great and yawning chasm that separated  this man from his community and from God.  

Because he is WILLING.  These three words are a window into the heart of Christ. 

He is not only powerful – he is willing

He is not only compassionate – he is willing

He is not only able – he is willing

CRWRC and its partners are challenging us to be willing to learn about AIDS, everywhere, but especially in Africa where resources for surviving and coping are minimal and where AIDS conspires with factors to wreak devastation on an unprecedented scale.

They ask us to believe that the pain of people affected by AIDS is also our pain

They ask us to understand that the pain of Africa is also ours. 

To be willing to learn that there are things we can do to alleviate the suffering of communities that have been devastated by this illness

To be willing to suspend judgement in favor of solidarity

Willing to cross social and psychological barriers to embrace, if only symbolically the suffering of neighbours nearby and far away who live and die with AIDS.

Perhaps there is not much that you can do right now.  But what we can do we must be willing to do.
