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	Once upon a time there was a little girl who did whatever she wanted. Her mother tried to tell her that she could get hurt that way, but the little girl didn’t listen. One day this girl rode her bike far away from home, so far that she got very lost. She was way out in the country, not even any houses where she could ask for help, and she was tired and hungry and scared. But fortunately her mother had put a GPS device on the girl’s bike, and fortunately the mother was a trained helicopter pilot, so pretty soon the little girl saw her mother come down from the sky in the family helicopter, and she picked her up and whisked her away safely home.
	Did I mention that this was a fairy tale?
	A few years later, when the girl was a teenager, she was at a party, and there was alcohol at this party. And the girl knew she wasn’t supposed to drink alcohol, but she did whatever she wanted, remember? And before you knew it she had fallen on the floor, terribly drunk, and her friends noticed she wasn’t breathing so well. They were terrified for her, but before they could think what to do, sure enough this girl’s mother runs through the door with a portable stomach-pump machine, because of course in this story the mother is a trained emergency doctor, and she pumps out the girl’s stomach and drags her home safe and sound.
	When the girl was seventeen her one true love broke off their relationship – a crushing blow, seemed like there wasn’t even any point in going on. And the girl tried to hide this trauma, but her mother, who happened to be a famous relationship psychologist, called her into the office, and after two 50-minute sessions the girl was happy and secure once again.
	Meanwhile, the girl had been so busy having these adventures that she completely forgot to do her schoolwork. It was time to apply to colleges, but she knew less than nothing and couldn’t write a complete sentence to save her life. You guessed it – her mother, who in her spare time was a world-famous author, wrote an application essay so compelling that the folks at Harvard paid a personal visit and begged the girl to come to school there. Which she did.
	This girl who did what she wanted had lots of other adventures, and she ended up living a very good life. She lived in Snyder, actually, in that big house at the end of your street, with a husband that her mother the relationship expert had picked out for her, and two beautiful genetically engineered children, and a dog who never threw up on the bedspread. And her mother, forever and ever, lived quietly upstairs, never butting in but always ready to fix anything that went wrong, including plumbing problems.
	Now, this is a crazy story, right? Nobody has a mother like this, who can fix anything that goes wrong, no matter what her reckless daughter does. 
	And yet it seems to me that this is what a lot of people expect from God. They have this idea that God is up there watching over us with X-ray vision and loving attention, and pretty much stays out of the way until we find ourselves in trouble, and then swoops in like Superman to save the day, to rescue us from whatever evil has befallen us. To protect us. To heal us.
	Today’s scripture says something different. 
	Jesus is confronted by a man with leprosy – in biblical times, that could mean any of a number of skin diseases. The important thing is not the exact diagnosis, but the fact that someone with a skin disease was considered ritually unclean and thus outside the bounds of faithful society. He had to warn others when he was passing by, so that they wouldn’t accidentally come in contact with him and be made unclean themselves. Beyond the disease itself, lepers suffered because they were ostracized. They were sick and alone.
	That’s why, when this man comes before Jesus, he begs, “If you choose, you can make me clean.” Not just make me well – make me clean. What he’s saying is, you can cure this disease, and you can also restore me to my place in the social order. He’s on his knees, begging for healing both physical and emotional.
	And notice what Jesus does. He touches this man. He’s not supposed to, of course; by touching the man, Jesus risks being cast out himself, because ritual uncleanness is contagious. And yet the man’s plight has moved him greatly. Jesus touches him, and the scripture says that “immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.”
	But the story doesn’t stop there. This is an account of a healing two-step. Whatever happened when Jesus touched the man – the physical healing of the skin disease – is only the first step. Because he instructs the man to follow the laws set forth in Leviticus – after the physical healing, he is to go and show himself to a priest at the temple, and make an offering of thanksgiving. 
	We don’t know whether the man took this second step. Mark is too busy showing us that the man couldn’t keep this good news to himself – that even though Jesus told him to tell no one, the man tells everyone, and pretty soon Jesus is swarmed with people wherever he goes. 
	As an aside: This is an odd thing for Jesus to ask, isn’t it? “Don’t tell anyone what I’ve done for you.” It’s not modesty that prompts Jesus to say this. Scholars have argued about this “messianic secret” for a long time. The consensus seems to be that, for Mark, Jesus’ true identity is not fully complete until he is crucified and resurrected. And so there’s a sense in which his identity as the Messiah is not fully revealed until the end of his public work. On a practical level, Jesus had lots to do, and healing was only part of his work. If the word got out that he could heal so miraculously, he wouldn’t have time to do anything else but heal. The crowds would overwhelm him.
	But I want us to see the model for healing that Jesus lays out here. The cure is accomplished by the power of God – Jesus simply lays his hands on the man and the disease vanishes. But Jesus then says that the full healing is accomplished only when the man fulfills the Torah requirements for seeking a blessing from the priest and giving thanks. 
Jesus is not firing a magic bullet and going on his way. He’s not like the Supermom of our fairy tale. Instead, he is inviting this man into a new life, a way of being free of the disease that has separated him from his people. With this man he is dancing the healing two-step.
	When I go for my annual checkup, my doctor pokes and prods me all the ways he’s supposed to, but the whole time he’s telling me about his other patients – the ones who eat cheeseburgers and chicken wings every night, then come to him complaining that they don’t feel so hot. The ones whose behinds are super-glued to the couch, who tell him they feel winded for some reason when they go upstairs. I worry about my doctor’s blood pressure, because this makes him crazy. They want to ignore their health for as long as possible, he says, and then when they get sick they want a magic bullet. 
	But he doesn’t have a magic bullet. One of the secrets of medical science is that nearly all of what a doctor or a nurse or a therapist can do for you is simply to support the body’s own healing abilities. A surgeon can take out a cancer, but it’s only your natural ability to heal that can make real healing happen. What my doctor wants is for people to eat right and move around enough that our bodies will be in a position to heal themselves. 
	Jesus demonstrates something like this with this man and his skin disease. He invokes the power of God to effect the cure, but then he invites the man into a new way of being in relationship with God and with other people. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	And notice that he doesn’t say to the man, Take more baths and use a little soap. He wants this man to recognize that it’s God’s power that has cured him, and then – and this is the important part – to work toward a closer relationship with God and appreciation for God’s gifts in his life. That’s why he sends him to the temple. 
	There’s a comparison to be made for our faith life. Each of us has to come to discipleship – at one point in our lives, to say in no uncertain terms, I am a follower of Christ, and I’m going to make that fact the cornerstone of my life. In theological terms, that’s our salvation moment. It’s something like the moment of cure in our scripture.
	But then comes the challenging part. Theologians call it sanctification – the lifelong process of working toward holiness, toward “a closer walk with thee,” as the old hymn says. 
	That’s the healing two-step into which Christ invites us. We are co-creators of the holiness to which God calls us. God calls; we respond. We move another inch toward God. And the process repeats itself, with lots of mistakes and backsliding along the way.
	The point is, even our decision to follow Christ is not a magic bullet. The love of God heals us in so many ways, calls us to wholeness, calls us to holiness. But we need to continually take that next step, to build a life that honors God, to be healthy and whole, to be God’s people in body and mind and soul. Christ walks alongside us in that journey. But we need to keep walking, all the days of our lives.
	Amen. 	

