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I see them often around town—standing at the corner of 9th St S and Riverside Ave as I sit idling at what seems like an interminable red light.   I see them pacing up and down Lyndale Ave. across from the Walker and St. Mark’s cathedral, working the traffic in both directions as I drive by, my glance avoiding their hollow, hopeful stares.  

They look scruffy usually, almost clownish—clothes layered against the cold, dirty, sometimes torn; faces pinched with fatigue and stubbled with several day’s worth of  beard (yes, most are men), eyes darting from one car to the next, as beseeching as the hand-lettered cardboard signs they hold in front of them:  “Homeless.  Hungry.  Please help.  God bless.”  Or words to that effect.

Yes, I know that most of them aren’t in immediate danger of starving, that it’s an ingenious and often semi-organized effort to bring in some extra cash.  But I have almost a visceral reaction when I see them.  

It angers me that so many people in the wealthiest nation on earth are reduced to the indignity of begging across the street from edgy art galleries and massive church buildings, all the while dodging BMWs and Acuras and my humble Toyota Camry.  

I feel sad that we’re part of a system in which the distance between what we politely call the “haves” and the “have-nots” grows greater by the day.  

It grieves me that we live in a culture that plays “blame the victim” with people, most of whom, for one reason or another, have been flattened by the steamroller of a market economy.  

It also bothers me that I usually look away, entertaining thoughts like…You don’t have to do that you know.  There are places you can go—organizations and agencies that can help you find some decent shelter or a square meal or maybe even a job.  There are people out there who won’t recoil at the stench of stale sweat and urine and cigarette smoke emanating from your skin and clothing, or judge you because of the faint, breathy smell of the alcohol you use to medicate yourself against the cold nights, the cold stares and the cold facts of your dismal, destitute existence.

I think these thoughts as I stare straight ahead, and then—mercifully—the green light blooms and traffic inches forward and I pull away from the shivering figure in my rearview mirror, who might as well be holding a neon sign that says—in big, flashing block letters—“UNCLEAN!  UNCLEAN!”

They’re the lepers of our daily experience—at least if you live in a city of any size or visit one very often.  They’re the outcasts, the outsiders, the exiles, the ones you see but don’t see, because if you look into their eyes—if you really see them—you might see something of yourself and of the humanity you share, and abruptly the chasm between you isn’t that wide at all.

But what if these outcasts and exiles, these lepers, were holding a cardboard sign that says, “HAVE MERCY ON ME”?  Would that make a difference?  Would I make eye contact then?  Would I see them?  And if I did, would I see the sinful human condition as well as the divine image we share?  Would it dawn on me that, one way or another, I’m an exile too, an outcast, a leper, and that we all need mercy because we’re all beggars before God?  Would I see my own disease, my own dis-ease, which is humanly incurable and isolates me from others and from God?

In Jesus’ time, the condition which is usually but not very accurately translated “leprosy” in most versions of the gospels was any disorder that caused a scaling of the skin.  Mainly it wasn’t a contagious condition—most probably ringworm or psoriasis.  But, medical knowledge being what it was, people afflicted with any kind of scaling disease usually got lumped together with the unfortunate victims of the real thing—today we call it Hansen’s disease—with their painful, oozing sores, rotting limbs and muddled minds.

As if the disease itself weren’t bad enough, leprosy has this additional component, the stigma of social isolation, because, if you’re fortunate enough not to have it, you avoid those who do like…well, like the plague.  That’s why, in Luke’s story of the ten lepers, Jesus meets the lepers on the outskirts of a village; they don’t actually live there.  They can’t live there.  Jewish law requires them to “keep their distance,” to avoid contaminating the general population, so they form their own little community…at the margins…and try to make the best of it.  And shame on you if you try to cross the boundary.

The lepers of our experience form communities at the margins right here in the city where we try to be a “telling presence,” walking the streets, sleeping under bridges, slouched on the planters along Nicollet Mall, panhandling passers-by and foraging in the dumpsters behind Gaviidae Commons or the IDS tower.  When circumstances, whatever they are, lead you to that kind of existence, the pain isn’t just physical—it affects your self-respect; it violates your need to belong; it deadens your spirit; it makes you at times indolent and indifferent, at times opportunistic, canny and bold.

When these untouchables in Luke’s story hold up their cardboard signs that beg, not for money but for mercy, Jesus doesn’t look straight ahead and keep going, or—we surmise—does he think disparaging or condescending thoughts.  Instead he stops and sees this sorry bunch of legally invisible exiles, and does something to help, which is more than the disciples do, because they have things to do, places to go, and more socially acceptable people to see.

The twist of this little tale is that the village and this marginal community of outcasts are on the border between Galilee and the district of Samaria—communities already bitterly at odds.  Originally Samaria was the ancestral home of the tribes of Israel.  When the Assyrians deported the Israelites in the eighth century before our era, non-Jews moved in to fill the vacuum.  Later, returning exiles inter-married with the Gentile inhabitants.  As a result, Jews who could still claim a “pure” heritage hated the Samaritans, whom they considered ethnically and religiously compromised and therefore ritually unclean and, in judgment if not in fact…lepers.  

Given that history, it’s remarkable that there’s a Samaritan even among this gang of social rejects.  But the shame of leprosy is the great leveler—if you have it, it doesn’t matter which side of the border you live on.  So it’s even more amazing that the lepers respond so readily when Jesus commands them to take a leap of faith and go to the priests to be certified as healed and therefore eligible to rejoin polite society, and even before they get there they find their scaly, scabby skin has become as smooth as a baby’s bottom.

But it’s only the Samaritan leper—the foreigner, the outsider mind you—who apparently remembers the magic words his mother taught him and returns to Jesus, praising God and pouring out the gladness of his gratitude at Jesus’ feet.  It isn’t a tidy little “thank-you very much, Sir” either, but a stammering babble and a puddle of tears in the dust.  

“Where are the rest of them?  Aren’t they also grateful?” Jesus wonders aloud.  Well, where they are is doing exactly what you told them to do.  And who can blame them?  Wouldn’t you want to get back into the social mainstream, back to living a normal life?  But once they do, leaving the Samaritan behind, you wonder:  do the old divisions kick in again?  Ten are healed of the malady that separates them from the rest of society, including the Samaritan, but apparently it’s only he who recognizes that, somehow, he’s been touched by God’s grace.  The irony of it is that he would always be unclean simply because he’s “one of them,” a hated foreigner, an outcast, an outsider.  He knows the barriers to acceptability on the Galilean side of the border go deeper than his disease.  For this Samaritan, it’s once a leper, always a leper, smooth skin or no.

But as it turns out, it’s to the Samaritan that Jesus says, “On your way.  Your faith has made you well.”  It’s the Samaritan, who, twice cursed, is now twice blessed.  Maybe Jesus is talking about more than one’s physical condition.  Maybe he means that deep-seated human divisions are an even more serious affliction than a dreaded skin disease—that our souls can actually be sicker than our bodies.  Maybe Jesus isn’t wondering about the nine who actually follow his instructions to the letter but don’t bother to say thank you as much as he is about a system that would welcome them…but continue to exclude one who no longer bears the burden of a dreaded illness but is still weighed down by his fundamental, flawed identity.  

The fact is that Jesus doesn’t call us to conform to the world’s ways and choose our neighbors, but to transform the world’s ways and love them.  When the prophet urges the exiles in Babylon to “seek the welfare of the city,” he calls them to build up the community, to make it a place, not of sojourn to be endured but of involvement and concern, to work and pray for its Shalom, its wellbeing, for “if things go well in the city, things will go well for you.”  

Both Jeremiah and Jesus challenge us to look beyond poverty or privilege, nationality or need, religion or race, labels or livelihood, education or economic status to see the human being who, whether despised enemy, diseased exile or both, is also made in God’s image…is also a person with a name and a story…is also a beloved child of God.

Maybe you noticed the little statement that’s been added to the bulletin cover this morning.  It’s right at the bottom in small letters (we enter this church not as strangers, but as children of god).   Apparently, it used to be on the bulletins here every Sunday, but somehow, sometime, it disappeared.  Well, given the sermon topic today, it seemed to be a good Sunday to revive it, as a reminder that everyone—lepers, outcasts, exiles, as well as the healthy, the insiders, the included—is a child of God.

Another word for mercy is compassion, and another word for that is pastoral care, but neither of those words is solely about caring only for each other.  Whatever words we use, we know that showing mercy isn’t always easy because it requires something of us.  Being a person of mercy compels me to surrender a piece of myself for the sake of another, whether it’s my time, my convenience, my ego or my tired assumptions.  Being a community of mercy calls us to let go of a few things too, like preconceived ideas, old fears or a sense of entitlement, so that the Open Door logo on our letterheads and newsletters, our bulletins and business cards, can be more than just a stylized image.  

Maybe the best place to be a community of mercy is at the margins, whether it’s here in this building or outside on the hard concrete of exclusion and despair, because we’ve all been there, and Jesus has too.  And Jesus calls us to be better than the world that avoids eye contact, then speeds away when the red light winks out and cycles, once again, to green.

Prayers of the People – The Rev. Meghan Gage-Finn – 8:30am
Loving and merciful God, in whom we live, and move, and have our being, great and awesome are your works. Your promises are faithful and true. We gather to remember what you have revealed to us, to rejoice in your steadfast love for us and your whole creation, and to ask for your guidance and blessings. We hold in our hearts and prayers this day the places in our world where disruption and violence and injustice speak louder than harmony and balance. Bring wholeness, we ask Dear Lord, where there is brokenness, especially Iraq, Afghanistan, Haiti, Tunisia, the Middle East. May leaders and peacemakers find courage and strength, ears to listen and open hearts to put an end to battles and strife.

We remember those in our own cities and communities who struggle for basic needs: warm and secure shelter on cold days and nights, enough food to last the week or month, health care and transportation. As a telling presence in the city, may we be convicted to see the margins and those trapped there in cycles of poverty and disparity. 

We pray for those in hospital, recovering at home, undergoing treatment, or facing rehabilitation. We especially lift up to your care Joan Rymer as she recovers from surgery and we remember those in our church family who are homebound and no longer able to be with us in worship. May they be strengthened by the prayers and care of the members of the Body of Christ and find hope and solace in your living Word in their lives.

We ask your peace and presence be with our family members and friends, our neighbors, and colleagues. According to each of their needs, may their joys be blessed and their sorrows comforted. Support us in relationships we have too relaxed with, where hurt and strain remains, where we must listen rather than speak, where we must admit our own weakness. May we show the unfailing love of Christ to others, even and especially when it is difficult.

God, you are who you are, and you will be who you will be. 

May all know and receive the inclusive welcome of your loving kingdom, and may our lives this day and everyday be a reflection of this everlasting love we have from you. In this place and through your followers may your Word be seen, heard, and celebrated, and may we move out into your world to be light in the darkness and a comfort to those in need.

As your precious children who have received grace upon grace, hear us as we are bold to pray the prayer your Son Christ taught us saying, Our Father…

“Mercy at the Margins”


Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7; Luke 17:11-19


David Liddle
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