Living Dangerously

Part 7-Dangerous Compassion
Living Dangerously Sunday next week; let me say it one last time-don’t be safe-be dangerous; so many people have a faith that goes something like this-get Jesus-get safe-get comfortable-get well when you get God.  Is that it?  Is that what it means to follow Jesus in everyday life?  Most of you know the story-the Father sends the Son; the Father and the Son send the Spirit and the Spirit sends you and me. And while He’s known as the Comforter, his agenda is not to make people comfortable!  His agenda is to embolden followers of Jesus to carry on the mission of Jesus-to make them dangerous!
Talk #1-Dangerous life-John 10:10; Jesus came to give life; that’s what the cross accomplished-forgiveness of sin and life in His name!  Again-Jesus didn’t come to make bad people good-He came to make dead people alive!  This is so important-everyone dies not everyone truly lives!
Talk #2-Dangerous faith-here we zeroed in on this one verse in Matthew 14; then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus.  Here’s the reality-boat potatoes never get anywhere; the call of God is often a call to live your life in such a way that if God doesn’t show up you’re done for!  The good news is that God always shows up; He’s kind of like Fed-Ex-never late or early-but always on time!  Again; how might God be asking you to get out of the boat?

Talk #3-Dangerous prayer-the challenge here was this; what if we prayed differently; and what if our prayers lined up with our God who has a missionary heart?  We then looked at some dangerous prayers; be careful; God break my heart; God open the door; God open their heart.  Invite to pre-service prayer time.
Talk #4-Dangerous mission-in Matthew 4 Jesus said; come follow me and I will make you fishers of men.  Let me remind you that fishing Jesus’ style is about rescuing people from the sea of sin and from the breakers of hell.  What if we started praying-God make me into a great fisherman for you; because followers fish!  One of the main applications was simply this-get around other fish!
Talk #5-Dangerous community-here we defined community as the sharing of life; it is life together.  The problem is that we are good at hiding; at self-protection; yet what if we could lose our need to pretend-what if we could come out of hiding with our sin and be loved and accepted?  Because the command in Romans 15:7 is this; accept one another just as Christ accepted you.  That was the marketing strategy of the early church; let’s just love and accept one another!   Result-church exploded because people long to be part of a community like that!  
Talk #6-Dangerous enemy-as soon as someone says yes to Jesus they inherit an enemy.  Literally-it’s as if they go from the playground to the battleground.  Yet, having said this; we’re not to be afraid or obsessed or asleep; but alert; why; because we live in a world at war!  We then looked at Jesus and discovered that the greatest way to battle the accuser and the tempter is with God’s Word!  Question-are the Scriptures a regular part of your life?
That’s been the journey so far; and now I’m out of breath; today’s talk-dangerous compassion.  When you read the Gospels; you see how Jesus took great delight in touching needy people.  For example-when Jesus healed Peter’s mother in law; he took her by the hand and raised her up; when he healed Jairus’ daughter; he took her by the hand and said get up; on other occasions; he laid his hands on the sick and healed them; again-Jesus took great delight in touching hurting people.  In our story today; we just might have the greatest touch; the touch of the untouchable leper; turn with me to Mark 1:40-45.

Let’s break this down into three simple movements; first; we have the leper’s cry.  While we don’t know this man’s name; his background; his age; or how long he had been suffering; we do know that he was afflicted with a terrible disease called leprosy.  As verse 40 tells us-a man with leprosy.  In Luke 5; were told that he was full of leprosy-meaning that he had been suffering for a very long time!
One scholar describes leprosy this way; it begins as small red spots of the skin.  Before too long the spots get bigger, and start to turn white, with sort of a shiny or scaly appearance.  Pretty soon the spots spread over your whole body and your hair begins to fall out-first from your head, then even your eyebrows.  As things get worse, your finger nails and toenails get sort of loose; they start to rot and eventually fall off.  Then the joints of your fingers and toes begin to rot, and start to fall off, piece by piece.  Your gums start shrinking, and they can’t hold your teeth anymore, so you lose each of them.  It keeps eating away at your face until literally your nose, your palate, and even your eyes rot-and you waste away until you die.

I’ll stop there; yet know that leprosy was unbearable and incurable; there was no hope for those who had leprosy; it would have been your worst nightmare come true.  And as bad as the physical suffering was, the worst part of leprosy would have been the way people treated you.  One ancient rabbi was actually quoted as saying-when I see lepers I throw stones at them lest they come near me.  Here’s why; leprosy was thought to be contagious; it was really the most feared plague of the day.  And because of this; lepers were shunned and completely cut off from the rest of society.  No one would have talked to them; no one would have went anywhere near them; they were basically treated as walking dead people who didn’t even exist!  In fact; they were required by law to warn the people around them; they did this by shouting; unclean; unclean!
Now, this doesn’t even come close; but it makes me think of the swine flu a few years ago.  People were freaked out; in our area they were shutting down schools; and if you thought you had it-two simple words; stay away!  I could go on; yet know that in Biblical times just the mention of the word leprosy made people cringe and run for cover!  

On a side note; imagine if this guy was married with a family; no more embraces from his wife; no more cuddles from his children; no more story times; no more walks; no more family memories; can you imagine that?  Can you imagine having every human touch taken away?  For touch is important to us; it’s a way that we show our love; our care; and our affection to those that we love.
In his book, “Just Like Jesus”; Max Lucado tells this narrative from the leper’s perspective-for many years no one has touched me. Not my children, my wife, my friends, no one has come near me.  I saw concern in their eyes but I didn’t feel their touch.  Not even once. There was no touch.  No one touched ne.  What is common to you I coveted.  Handshakes, hugs, warm embraces, a tap on the shoulder to get my attention. But such moments were taken from my world.  What I would have given to be bumped into, to be caught in a crowd, but this never happened.  Even the rabbi’s kept their distance from me.  I was not even permitted in my own synagogue, not even welcome in my own house.  I was a leper.  The lot of the leper-isolation; rejection; humiliation; devastation.
Here’s the other thing you need to know about leprosy; it was believed that those who had leprosy were being punished for sin; either the sin of their parents or their own sin.  That’s why; in the gospels; in John 9:2; when the disciples encounter this man who was born blind; they ask Jesus-rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?  I tell you this; because in Judaism it was believed that those who had leprosy were getting what they deserved; judgment and punishment from God for their sins!  And because leprosy was thought to be judgment from God; the widespread belief was that only God could cure leprosy! 
It’s with all of this background that it is so surprising and shocking that this leper would even dare to approach Jesus.  Yet; that’s what we read in verse 40; a man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”  I love this; for this leper lays it all on the line; it’s as if somehow he knew that Jesus as God had the power to heal and to cleanse him!  Wow; what courage; what faith; if you are willing you can make me clean; the lepers cry!
And now; we have the Lord’s compassion; what I find interesting is that Jesus could have said; go wash seven times in the Jordan and hope that God cleanses you; or am I God that I can forgive your sin and cleanse your leprosy?  Jesus could have said these things; but no; Jesus stretches out his hand like God did in the book of Exodus and with great compassion he responds to this leper.  Verse 41; filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  “I am willing, “ he said.  “Be clean!”  Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured.

A couple of key comments; first; this word compassion is a very strong word; the idea here is that Jesus was so filled with compassion that it affected him in his gut; in the very pit of his stomach.  It’s like he was so moved that it actually affected him physically!  Which is what compassion is all about-it is seeing people in need and being moved to action!  And know that whenever our Lord was filled with compassion he acted by healing people; by feeding them; by meeting a basic need in their life; why; because compassion is a verb!  And might I add that the leper doesn’t have to convince Jesus that he is somehow worth the effort.  No; and as we will see; the power of Jesus to cleanse is so much greater than the power of leprosy to contaminate!
The other key comment is that Jesus reaches out and touches the leper; know that he didn’t have to do this!  As God; he could have just said; be healed and that would have been good enough!  He had done this before; he had healed at a distance before with just a word; but not this time!  No; Jesus is intentional in touching the untouchable leper.  And might I add; it wasn’t a yuck; he has leprosy!  In fact; this word touch expresses much more than superficial contact; means to take hold of; it is an affectionate and warm embrace.  Know-the people would have been shocked; the disciples would have been shocked; for not only was Jesus now ceremonially unclean; but now he was in danger of catching the disease!

Question-why the touch?  Because by touching him Jesus was communicating very clearly; I love you; I care; I accept you; and as you know; a loving appropriate touch goes a long way.  There’s a story told about a homeless woman who visited a nearby church to request help.  The pastor promised to pray for her but sent her away empty.  She later wrote this poem to express her feelings towards a church that refused to extend the touch of God to her. I was hungry, and you formed a humanities group to discuss my hunger, I was imprisoned and you crept off quietly to your chapel to pray for my release, I was sick and you knelt and thanked God for your health, I was homeless and you preached to me of the spiritual shelter of the love of God.  You seemed so holy and so close to God-but I am still very hungry and lonely and cold.

Here’s why I tell you this-all around you there are people who are in many ways just like this leper.  They are deeply hurting; they’ve been rejected and shunned; they’re drowning in loneliness; and what they desperately need is the touch of a compassionate person; a person who cares; a person who says; God has not abandoned you; he loves you; a person who like Jesus sees their need and is moved to action!

And everyday I am reminded of this; Starbucks on King George; hurting people everywhere!  And church; Jesus is our model; he never condemns the afflicted; he never lashes out at them and tells them that they are sinners; he never tells them-shape up or you’re going to hell! No; he loves them in a non-judgmental way; where they are at; and as his followers; we too are called to reach out to the lepers; to have compassion to those who are labeled as untouchable!

And the question that I keep bringing to the Lord is this; how can we be Christ in this community; how can we be Christ in this city; how can we be Christ in our neighborhoods; how can we be Christ at school; how can we be Christ at work?  

Now; this might shock you; but it’s Christmas next month; can you believe that; actually; its Christmas in 42 days-no joke!  You probably already know this; but more people commit suicide over the Christmas holidays than at any other time of the year!  Question-how can we extend compassion-how can we be like Christ this Christmas?  And what if we spent less on presents to reach out to those who are hurting?  Ideas-neighbor for dinner after the Christmas Eve service; drop off a holiday package to someone who has just lost their job; volunteer at a soup kitchen; not going to tell you what to do.  But what if you asked God-God how do you want me to extend compassion this Christmas to those who are hurting?

The leper’s cry; the Lord’s compassion; and now we have the Lord’s cure.  I love this; read verses 41-45; this is incredible; for immediately this man’s body was restored; his feet; his toes; his hands; his fingers; back came his hair; his eyelashes; his eyebrows.  And then imagine him shouting at the top of his lungs; I’m clean-I’m clean-I’m clean!  

There is a huge parallel here; maybe you’ve caught it; but leprosy is a metaphor for sin.  For in a very real sense; those apart from Christ are infected with the disease called sin.  Yet, the good news is that just like this leper Jesus can make you clean.  The question is this-will you admit your need?  Will you admit, Jesus I am unclean but you can make me clean!  Because whatever you think you need most in your life; your most basic need is to be cleansed from your sin.  This is what Jesus can do; and just like the leper; Jesus’ cleansing is instant and complete!  The blood of Jesus purifies us from all sin; pray.
