St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday OT 28 C    10/9/22
2 Kings 5:14-17;  2 Timothy 2:8-13;  Luke 17:11-19

My Brothers and Sisters,

The Gospel begins today with Jesus traveling through Samaria and Galilee.  In other words, He was traveling through a no man’s land, between hostile nations, at the outskirts of towns and villages, a place inhabited by demons and robbers and lepers, the outcasts of society.  It was a dangerous place, but as we see, today, it was also a place of grace, where ten lepers found healing of body and one leper, because he returned to Jesus in thanksgiving, also found healing for his soul. 
On Monday of this week, we celebrated the Feast of St. Francis of Assisi, undoubtedly, the most universally beloved saint of all time.  Francis, too, found healing for body and soul on the margins of society.  Although already turned toward God because of imprisonment and sickness, it was his meeting a leper on the road, and being drawn to kiss the leper’s diseased hand, that a profound conversion took place which filled him with grace and brought him to stay in the margins, serving the poor and living as the poor.  Meeting and kissing a leper was a powerful occasion of grace, both for the leper and for Francis.
These two leper stories remind me of my own leper story. 
Back in 1968, when I returned to Jamaica as a young priest, I celebrated my very first Christmas Mass at the leprosarium about fifteen miles outside of Kingston, where I lived.  Marist Sisters from Boston ran the leprosarium and cared for some 150 lepers of all ages.  
That Christmas night, as I looked out at all these physically scarred people and distributed communion to each, -- which was on the tongue in those days, I experienced, -- even more, -- I felt, a chapel overflowing with faith. Their faith was so tangible! I realized, in the moment, that these people had only God and one another and the care of the devoted sisters. They had very few belongings and nothing else, for they were the abandoned ones. Their entire world was confined to the walls of the compound. Whatever their faults, -- and I am sure that they had them, like all of us -- their eyes, that night, were fixed on God and their voices were raised to praise God in word and song.  It was a moving experience – a powerful moment of grace for me.
A few years later, doctors developed antibiotics, and, almost overnight, the disease was controlled and no longer contagious.  Perhaps, too soon, the government closed the leprosarium and sent the people home to their families.  Sad to say, many of the lepers were rejected by their families because of their disfigurement or, simply, because of the stigma of the disease.  
Two of the rejected elderly lepers– Lillian and Jack (I remember them well) – found a placement in a poor retirement home run by Franciscan Brothers. From time to time, I visited them. Jack, with his disfigured lips would play hymns on his harmonica. And, Lillian would reach out with her crusty fingerless hands to be grasped and held as she praised God and expressed her gratitude for the care she was receiving.  So thankful for the little she had!
I hope that I gave love to them, but I now that I always received more than I gave.

What about Jesus?  This is the only time in the Gospel that Jesus performed a healing miracle off stage, where no authorities or onlookers witnessed the miracle. In fact, Jesus was not present in the moment. The miracle itself took place on the way. By sending them to the priests, Jesus gave these lepers not only a healing from the disease but also an entrance back into their family, into the community, into the synagogue.  He was giving them new life. I wonder how well their families and community received them? 
But, Jesus had more to give, and He ached to give it: salvation itself, i.e. a life in harmony with God.  Only one returned to receive it. It was the man’s gratitude, which Jesus named as faith, that allowed Jesus to give the further gift of eternal life.  Jesus says, “Stand up.” He is empowered by grace.  “And go.”  He is missioned to spread the Good News.
There are many no-man lands in our world today:

The shifting border in Ukraine.

The southern border of the United States.

The center aisle in the US Senate and House of Representatives.

The divisive role of the Eucharist in some of our churches.

The chasm between a bishop and the Nativity School of Worcester.

And, this week, an ordinary street between a school and the community in Dorchester.

In these no-man lands there are demons and diseases, rage and violence, but there is also grace and gratitude.  In these places of struggle, much may be done – and is being dome -- to help fix broken bodies and save lives.  But, what about people’s souls?  For Jesus, today, He was able to heal the soul of just one of the ten.  Only 10%!  What happened to the other 9? The other 90%?
Remember a few weeks ago, when we reflected on the lost sheep and the lost coin, I mentioned that the numbers 100 and 10 are perfect numbers, that God is not satisfied with 99 saved sheep or 9 safe coins.  God wants all and God will keep searching for the lost ones, and God will not fully celebrate until all are gathered.

Today’s Gospel seems to be the reverse; only 1 is saved.  What about the other 9 – that 90% -- going off to the priests?  We are left wondering.  Did these lepers receive a welcome or were they rejected? The story is unfinished.  

Maybe, Jesus is hinting that we are the priests, we are the community, we are the church to receive these former outcasts.  How welcoming are we?  How do we nourish faith so that all may receive the grace that heals and nourishes souls?  Maybe, Jesus is saying to us, “Look. I can’t do anything if they don’t come to me.  But, can’t you help them and turn them around and guide them back to me?”
So many people, especially young people, are wandering in the no-man’s land today.  This no-man’s land is filled with hopelessness, with drugs, with guns, with loneliness, with despair and with suicide.  We may feel helpless and Jesus is helpless.  But God’s grace IS there. Today’s Gospel reminds us of this.  God works on the margins. It is for us to see that grace and nourish that grace.  Where might be the no-man’s land for us to enter?  Where does God invite us to stand, to see, and to respond?  Salvation comes, one person at a time.  And Jesus is with us in his Spirit.
                                                                      Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                      Brighton, Mass.  10/9/22

