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Christian author, Wendell Berry once wrote: “Healing is impossible in loneliness; it is the 
opposite of loneliness. Conviviality is healing. To be healed we must come with all the other 
creatures to the feast of Creation.” Now, in thinking about that, and in thinking about our 
gospel story today, I want you to remember that healing and salvation are the same thing. The 
Greek word in the New Testament is the same word. It's the same root word that we get our 
word “salve” from. And a salve is something you put on a wound to heal it. Sometimes 
translators translate this word in the New Testament as healing, sometimes they translate it as 
salvation. They are the same thing. 
 
Salvation doesn't mean, now we get to go to a place called “heaven” when we die. It means our 
lives, our relationships, our hearts, the world, our culture, the earth itself, gets healed. Now, we 
believe that not even death can keep us from the healing of God. That is what heaven is, life 
with God. But, it's the thing itself; it's the healing, the salvation that matters, not leaving this 
place for some other place. So, we could just as easily change Wendell Berry's quote around 
and say: Salvation is impossible in loneliness; it is the opposite of loneliness. Conviviality is 
salvation. To be saved we must come with all the other creatures to the feast of Creation.  
 
And you know, I think we can see that really easily in the life and ministry of Jesus. He set 
conviviality with and toward all, at the very heart of his mission. And so, he knew and lived the 
truth that although salvation always has a personal aspect, an aspect unique to each one, it is 
never private. It is never personalistic. It involves everthing and everybody. There is a very real 
sense in which if all are not saved, if all are not healed, then no one is. “To be healed we must 
come with all the other creatures to the feast of Creation.” 
 
Well, that's something that lepers manifestly could not do. Come with all the other creatures to 
the feast of creation, or any feast? Judged “ritually unclean,” that is, judged as somehow less 
than everybody else in the eyes of God, indeed as repugnant to God, they had to live out in the 
desert places away from everybody else, in loneliness. So, right off the bat, it's an amazing and 
perhaps shocking thing this leper does in this story. He doesn't stay far off, shouting out 
“unclean,” “unclean,” for the benefit of everybody else. He comes right up to Jesus, daring him 
to make him clean. You did hear that in what the leper says, didn't you? He says to Jesus, “If 
you choose, you can make me clean.” “If you choose, if you're willing.  
 
It's a dare! And here's why it's a dare and why Jesus knew it was a dare. Because if Jesus 
chooses to accept that dare, he would be confronting a whole lot more than just a skin disease 
on this solitary man. The healing of leprosy and the declaring of a leper “clean” was the right 
and responsibility of the priests. In a sense, they were the ones charged with keeping the holy 
protected and safe in their “holiness.” So, for Jesus to accept this dare, he is confronting not just 
some skin malady. He's confronting the whole idea of the holiness codes that judged some 
people “clean” and acceptable to God and others not. He's confronting the whole idea that there 
are some people who are entitled to be part of our life together in God's creation and others who 
are not. He's confronting the idea that salvation, that God's healing can ever be a kind of 
personalistic possession, that some can have, while there are others who are not invited in. 

 
There's a lot at risk in either asking for ourselves or in participating in Jesus' healing for others. 
For yourself, you risk bringing up, bringing out that in you that you try the hardest to keep 
hidden, all the parts of us that miss the mark, that feel unworthy. And in participating in Jesus' 
healing for others, you risk being associated with those considered unworthy, and you risk 
confronting some very powerful forces in our culture and world. Presbyterian minister and 
author, Frederick Buechner tells the story of being in San Francisco for a series of lectures in 



which he shared the stage with Maya Angelou. Maya Angelou, of course, is poet and an author. 
She wrote an autobiography entitled, “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.” But, she's also a 
kind of renaissance woman. She is a singer; she's been a dancer; she's written an opera. She 
participated with Martin Luther King in the Civil Rights Movement. She is this tall, black 
woman who apparently has an amazing presence. She commands a room and lights it up. 
 
At any rate, in these lectures, Buechner was to kind of tell his story. And he did so, and he was 
followed by Maya Angelou. Well, when the same man who'd introduced Buechner got up to 
introduce Angelou, he talked of how she had grown up in a little rural town in Arkansas in the 
1930s at the height of racism and segregation,  how she'd grown up in dire poverty. And he said 
to the audience, “She will now tell you her story and you will find it is a very different story 
from the one you've just heard from Frederick Buechner.” But, as he was saying that, Maya 
Angelou was sitting in the front row shaking her head back and forth. And when she got up to 
the microphone, the first thing she said was, “No, he is wrong. My story is not a very different 
story from Frederick Buechner's. It is the same story. She a woman, he a man, she black, he 
white. She growing up in dire poverty, he by comparison in the lap of luxury. But, the same 
story.  
 
It's the human story. It's the story of the struggle of how we decide to be human together in this 
world. It's the story of how we struggle to believe in a loving God in a world that gives us lots 
of reasons not to. It's the story of the things that happen to us, or that don't happen to us or for 
us and how we struggle with all of that. It's the story of the healing that we all need,  and how 
our healing is all tied up together. And then this other amazing thing happened that day. After 
her lecture, Angelou was taking questions, and a man asked her about racism today. He asked, 
“Do you find it better or worse? Are you more aware of it on the East Coast than on the West 
Coast?”  
 
And she said, let tell you a story. She said she had been in the San Francisco area ten or fifteen 
years earlier for the purpose of putting on a Public Television show on African art. Before the 
show was to go on, she had a call from a stranger who said that he happened to have a 
collection of African statues of some kind which he thought might be very useful to her on this 
program and perhaps she would like to see them and maybe use them.  Of course, she accepted 
the offer and saw them.  They were indeed just what she wanted.  He lent them to her and she 
used them in her program in very artful ways which were appealing to the man who leant them. 
As a result of that, they started a friendship.  She got to know the man and his wife.  They had 
dinner together a number of times and got to be really good pals. 
 
When the Public Television thing was over, she went back to the East Coast. A few years later, 
she returned to the Bay Area and remembering this  friendship, she called up the man and said, 
"It is Maya Angelou. I'm back again. I would love to pick up our friendship where we left it off. 
I enjoyed you so much before." He said, "Terrific. Let me tell you a little bit about what I have 
been doing during the interval."  He had been in Europe working with the problems of the 
American troops stationed over there. She said, "How did it go?" He said, "The black troops 
have a particularly hard time because they are black and there aren't many blacks around. But 
our boys, also..." She said, "What did you say?" He said, "The black troops have a particularly 
difficult time for various reasons but our boys, also..." She said, "What did you say?" A third 
time he went through it.  

 
All of a sudden, as he described it, he, himself, heard what he said and said in effect, "This is 
the most awful thing I have ever done. I can't continue the conversation. I have got to hang up, 
to have said such a thing to you, Maya Angelou, 'the black boys, our boys.'" She said, "No. This 
is just why we must talk because that is what racial prejudice is. Beneath the superficial 
utterance, there is the deep, ingrained sense of 'black boys, our boys.'"  Nonetheless, they 
continued the conversation and agreed to meet. What happened then was she tried a number of 



times to get hold of them, to meet him and see him and his wife.  Again and again, the calls 
didn't go through.  She left messages which weren't answered and finally the whole thing  just 
fizzled out. So that was, in a way, her answer to the question, "How about racism?" 

 
It moved her and upset her and that was the last question she took that day. The next day, at the 
second set of lectures she returned to the podium and said, "I'm sure you noticed that I was 
moved by what I told you yesterday in answer to your question about racism."  Then she said, 
"A remarkable thing happened as I was leaving the hall.  A man in the audience stood up and 
said, 'Here I am.'" It was the man she had been talking about.  And as she said that, the man 
himself again stood up, a small, white, Episcopal clergyman as it turned out. He walked up to 
the platform and threw his arms around Maya Angelou and she around him. They embraced 
one another and they wept.  

 
Right there in that moment, not only racial barriers but so many different kinds of barriers that 
separate us as human beings -- fear,  mistrust, misunderstanding, anger, loneliness, the inability 
to communicate with each other, even those we love the most were seen for what they are and 
dissolved in an embrace. Says Buechner, “in so many ways, we move through our lives like 
lepers, the untouchable ones, the unclean ones, afraid to touch other people's lives and let our 
lives be touched by other people, ashamed of our own uncleanness, suspicious of other people.” 

 
 

That's what Jesus shows us in this story, when he takes on the idea  that any of us are really any 
different from each other in God's eyes. No one is untouchable. And so he healed the leper by 
daring to share in the very same misery that was this man's story. He touches him. He makes 
himself “ritually unclean.” That's why, as Mark says, when everyone found out what he'd done, 
he “could no longer go into a town openly.”  

 
That's what Jesus does for us, each individually and for us all, together. That's what Jesus does 
for us in the cross and resurrection. He allows himself to be judged as “unclean,” so that we 
might see the mistaken folly of that whole idea and be raised up, healed, saved for new life 
together in God's world. Friends, be like this leper. Let nothing stand in your way in coming to 
Jesus for the healing of your life, not any defect or imperfection, not any sense of not being 
good enough. And let nothing stand in your way of extending that healing touch to all. After 
all, “Healing is impossible in loneliness.” “To be healed we must come with all the other 
creatures to the feast of Creation.” Come, determined to let nothing stand in your way. See, 
Jesus calls such determination, faith. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


