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February 21, 2021       Matthew 8:1-4, 16-17 

“Believing God Treasures Us” 

I remember back in the 1970s when an aunt was diagnosed with an aggressive 

form of cancer that she didn’t want anyone beyond close family to know about it 

because of the fears and stigmas that were attached to having any form of malignancy. 

She was afraid people would avoid and even shun her because she had cancer. 

This same aunt also suffered from depression and substance abuse, and at one 

point received electroconvulsive therapy – all of which were considered shameful and 

kept secret within the family at the time. 

I also remember when I was a student hospital chaplain in the early 1990s and 

being called to the room of a patient dying from conditions related to a HIV infection. 

The hospital protocol at the time to enter the room was to wear a mask, gown 

and gloves, so I did. 

And I remember the patient tearfully begging me to remove my glove to hold his 

hand to pray with him and being too afraid to do so. 

The hurt in his eyes that a representative of God’s presence wouldn’t give him 

the gift of human touch as he lay dying continues to haunt me. 

Although at least in this country we’ve come a long way in our attitudes about 

and treatment of people with cancer, mental illness, HIV and other diseases, we still 

have room for improvement. 

Yet compared to other parts of the world, we’ve come a long way with regards to 

stigmatizing people with various diseases. 

According to the Lance Armstrong Foundation, in many places around the world, 

including developed countries that might surprise you, patients diagnosed with cancer 

often voice fears of being blamed for the diagnosis.  
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In addition, the Foundation shared with the PBS News Hour that some survivors 

have shared stories about husbands who left them when they learned of the diagnosis. 

The stigma and abuse of people diagnosed with HIV in many places around the 

world continues to be even worse. 

And now we’re living through a deadly global pandemic in which top medical 

experts encourage us to wear masks in public, maintain at least six feet of physical 

distance from one another, wash our hands, and regularly cleanse publicly touched 

surfaces with a bleach or alcohol solution. 

Into this milieu we have the story of Jesus healing a man diagnosed with 

“leprosy.”  

As our Scripture begins, Jesus has just come down from the heights of 

preaching his grand “Sermon on the Mount.” 

This marathon of preaching and teaching takes up three long chapters in 

Matthew’s Gospel and includes what we call “The Beatitudes” and a positively framed 

version of the biblical teaching “do unto others as you would have them do to you.” 

I imagine Jesus was exhausted and maybe hoping to find a quiet spot for a nap. 

However, not only had the crowds followed this new charismatic preacher down 

from their mountain revival service back into the ordinary and messy challenges of life, 

but Jesus is met by a man with “leprosy” kneeling before him and humbly asking him 

for healing. 

The man may or may not have had what we now call “Hansen’s disease,” which 

is a chronic but now treatable illness caused by bacteria. 

It’s just as likely the man had eczema or psoriasis, severe acne or boils, or 

another unsightly and unpleasant but not contagious skin disease. 
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Unfortunately, in biblical times all skin diseases were lumped together as 

“leprosy,” and those who had one were called “lepers” and lived what amounted to a 

social death sentence, exiled from family, employment, and their Jewish faith 

community, existing as beggars on the edges of society. 

This man’s life circumstances were desperate. 

Yet, he humbly asked Jesus for the one thing that could make all the difference 

to the remainder of his life on earth. 

“If you choose, you can make me clean,” were the words of the man’s petition 

for healing to Jesus. 

“If you choose, you can make me clean.” 

If Jesus says no, then the man will continue living an ostracized and isolated life 

on the edge of town and the fringes of society for the remainder of his days, deprived of 

most of what adds quality to human life. 

But if Jesus says yes, then the man is healed and restored to living as a full 

participant in his family, society and faith community. 

“If you choose, you can make me clean.” 

These words show that the man with “leprosy” believed two things about 

Jesus:   

That he had the power to heal him, and that he had the power to make that 

choice. 

Jesus responded, “I do choose.  Be made clean!” 

There’s no equivocation; no looking around for someone, anyone else to 

respond; no “You should go to someone else for a second opinion.” 

Just “I do choose.  Be made clean!” 

But Jesus didn’t only speak healing words to the man with leprosy. 
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As God’s Emmanuel presence Jesus stretched out his hand and touched the 

man as he spoke the words of healing and restoration to the possibility of a normal life. 

It was an outrageous act, forbidden by Torah. 

Yet it was incarnational ministry at its best. 

By reaching out and touching the man, Jesus demonstrated that people with 

“leprosy,” that not only people with diseases but people suffering in any way, were not 

outside of God’s Realm. 

By doing it, Jesus demonstrated that people with diseases are “holy vessels” 

treasured and loved by God and ought to be treasured, loved and included in our 

society and faith community as well. 

By reaching out and touching the man, Jesus demonstrated that people who are 

suffering are our family, worthy of our touch and inclusion. 

When my aunt was being treated for cancer, Dad loaded us in the car and drove 

us to Columbia to see and encourage her every Sunday afternoon for as long as she 

was hospitalized. 

I don’t remember how long this went on but to us kids it seemed like forever. 

Although she had at least two recurrences of her cancer when we again visited 

her in the hospital every Sunday afternoon, my aunt went on to become a decades-

long cancer survivor who lived to the ripe old age of 85, dying in 2005. 

We know we don’t always receive the physical healing we pray for ourselves 

and our loved ones. 

I have numerous aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, friends and classmates 

who have died prematurely from cancer and other illnesses. 

And speaking for myself, hearing the platitude “God needed another angel” is 

not at all comforting. 
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Hearing that we, despite our brokenness from whatever cause, are “holy 

vessels” into which our Creator has breathed life and whom God treasures from our 

first breath to our last – that for me is comforting. 

This Lent, I invite us to consider how are we reaching out to people in pain with 

hope and healing in the ways that we can, even during these times of staying apart? 

How are we demonstrating that to God we are each “holy vessels,” beloved 

and treasured by our Creator? 

With all our lumps and bumps and scars, with all our pain and suffering, we are 

all loved and treasured by God.   

We are beautiful.  We belong.  

This Lent, how can we help people feel that God loves and treasures them, that 

regardless of any brokenness they may feel that they are beautiful and belong?  

To God be the glory. 

Amen. 


