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Each time I encounter the Bible it is my heart’s desire to be swept back into its time, back along its ancient streets.  It aids me in thinking about the differences between then and now.  This morning being carried back assists me in understanding a time before access to hospitals or the advent of modern medicine was a common thing.  Then a simple infection might lead to a sentence of death.  Then priests were akin to doctors, pronouncing who was infirmed and who had been healed.  Then if you were afflicted with a disease of the skin you were known as a leper.  If you were a leper all who lived free of the lesions that attacked your skin considered you dead or nearly so.  If you were a leper you were forced to live outside the city gates; destined to roam about among the graves; separated, isolated and relegated to a life that was not worth living.  And, on those rare occasions when you did encounter another living being, on those rare occasions when you ventured into the path of a healthy man or woman you were required to call out, unclean, unclean.  

Can you imagine that?  Whenever you drew near to another human being, whenever you chanced upon the possibility of contact, or the hope of a hug; whenever you saw someone whom you knew of maybe someone whom you had once loved; your only response; your required response was to cry out unclean, unclean, I AM unclean.  

It did not matter that you were human; it did not matter than you had once enjoyed the lap of your mother or the presence of your father as they taught you to walk or laughed as you tried.  It did not matter than you had known the touch of a loved one or the smile of stranger.  No, the only thing that now mattered was that you were no longer considered, primarily, a man or a woman, you were now a leper.  Your entire ontological state had been altered.  He who was once a person was now a disease; she who had been a neighbor was now a nuisance and a danger.  Can you imagine becoming what you have and losing who you are in the process?  That was the state of the ten whom Jesus met as he skirted the boarder between Galilee and Samaria.  
Jesus saw these ten lepers.  As protocol required, they stood as a distance and cried out, Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.  Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.  Now, some might hear in their statement the utterance of despair, some might hear desperation beyond all hope.  But I hear neither despair nor desperation; what I hear from the mouths of these ten is determination.  
You see first they cried out in a unified voice.  No competition, no vying for the Savior’s attention.  They were determined he would hear them.  As amazing as it was that they cried out in one voice, on one accord; that was not the most amazing thing that happened.  The ten, the ten who were known as lepers, cried out Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.  Out of their difficulty they positioned themselves to do something other than warn those whose paths they crossed.  These ten, these lepers, cried out for help.  Out of their determination they permitted themselves to have hope, to see themselves as something other than lepers, to see themselves as ones whose condition did not eliminate their being constituted as humans in the very image and likeness of God.  The ten men, who had leprosy, saw the Master and did not cry out unclean, did not cry out move out of the way for here come the leprous ten.  No, with determination, they cried out Jesus, Master, you have the ability, you have the power, we’ve heard the stories, Jesus Master grant us what we cannot grant ourselves, Jesus Master offer to us the gift of healing, Jesus Master, have mercy on us.  
Somehow the ten knew they were not to be defined by what they had; they were not to be relegated to the tombs forever because of what had happened to them.  Somehow they knew they were more than a disease, they were more than an affliction.  Somehow they knew that their outward skin did not determine their inward spirits or the possibility of lives redeemed.
They knew they were more than lepers and Jesus knew it too.  Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.  To this cry Jesus responds with something that is nothing short of a miracle.  And it is a miracle so profound, yet so subtle, that its can be missed in the moment it takes to read the Savior’s words.  

What was the miracle?  Did Jesus call on God and ask that these sons of the most high be changed in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye?  Did the Savior command that their skin become pure and without mark or memory of that which had caused them so much pain?  Did he move toward them and by his sheer proximity make them whole through the presence of his power?  Our text does not record that Jesus did any of these things.  No the miracle is that he saw them!  Jesus saw them!  

What does it mean to see?  The etymology of the word instructs us that in its oldest form it means to follow with one’s eyes.  Oh, but the verb to see has so many other, so many deeper meanings.  To see can also mean to perceive something; to understand.  What-is-more, if you say I will see you home after church, it means you will escort me from one place to another, with the goal of getting me to my destination safely.  And if I were to say to you can see you through, I would be conveying that I am able to take care of you.  To see means many things but among my favorite definitions is the use of the term to see as understood in this statement, “Yes, we can see that”.  When see is used in this manner it means that you and I can imagine, can see, the possibility of something that has not yet occurred.  
Jesus saw them.  Yes, he saw them; he followed them with his eyes.  Light rays found their way through the transparent layers of the tissue in his cornea.  He saw them as rays now bent sent images that resulted in the sight of the ten men appearing on his retina.  Yes Jesus saw them as bent rays now became electrical entering Jesus’ brain and causing him to see.  Yes, he saw them; but he also saw them.  He saw the possibilities of their lives lived fully and to the glory of God.  He saw them returned to their communities as fathers and sons, as brothers and friends.  Jesus saw them and could see them; escort them from their powerless existence outside the city to positions of spokespersons able to exclaim like the woman in John 4, “Come see a man”
; in this case a man who saw them, who healed them, and who sent them on their way whole.  Jesus saw the least and let out of his community; he saw them and we must see them too.
Now, there are no lepers in our midst, there are none who go from town to town crying unclean, unclean; but our society – just like the society of Jesus’ day –chooses to see some not for who they are but for what has happened to them and who they have become.  We choose to see the person who is without a home as homeless.  We choose to see those who are economically disadvantaged, by a society that operates based on a permanent underclass, as poor.  We choose to see people who suffer from the disease of addiction as addicts.  We choose to see the circumstance and not the person; a person whose life is held by God – a God who has says I know the plans I have for that person; plans for her hope and for his future.

Jesus saw the lepers and that is not all; he saw them and he acted to serve them.  He recognized their essential nature and he celebrated it by treating them not as a disease but as one who needed help in being healed of the disease.  Jesus saw them and he acted and like the Master, we must see those in our world whom others refuse to see and then we must act to serve them.
As a church we support many fine causes.  As a church we see the needs of some of God’s men and women, God’s boys and girls, God’s creation and we move to act.  Last Sunday, as a congregation, you gave over $450 dollars to the Deacon’s fund and that money has already made it possible for a family of four to avoid eviction.  Over my eight months here I have seen this church see the needs of many and act.  

But there are more we must see.  On this Stewardship Sunday we ask for your financial support not to pad a bank account or to secure a financial future.  We ask for your generous support so that we may see the men in women in places like Darfur; see them not as fatalities of war but as fully formed women and men who desire and deserve to live in peace.  We must see the people of the world that we have come to consider our enemies as human beings whose blood and skin is just like ours and who believe as they do because someone taught them to.  We must see them so we can engage them because only in this may we have the chance to share what we believe.  We must see the hungry and the impoverished in our own nation, in our own state, in our own county; not as those who are lazy and therefore poor; but as those who need us to ask how can there be deep and devastating hunger in the wealthiest nation on the planet.  We must see our own youth and elders; we must see one another and seek to serve because that is what God calls us to do
Jesus saw the Ten Lepers, he saw them with his physical eye but he also saw them with his spiritual eye.  He saw where they were, he saw what they needed and he met their need.  We must do the same.  We must see the need and reach out across the world, across the county, across the street in service to people and in submission to God’s call on our lives; a call made clear in the 25th chapter of Matthew.
  What does the gospel of Matthew tell us?
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory . . . .  [And he] will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink?  And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’  And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.
We must see the least, the left out and the looked over.  We must see and we must act.  And you know what; we cannot do so because we long for thanks from those whom we serve.  Remember in our text only one of the ten returned to Jesus to say thank you.  Only one of the ten turned back after he saw, after he perceived, after he understood he was healed.  Only one.  And did you notice what Jesus didn’t do.  He did not go off after the other nine asking what in the world was wrong with their gratitude gage.  He did not go off after them muttering about what an unthankful lot they were.  Instead he blessed the one who did return and went on about his business.  
As we step into the world, as we open our eyes and see and act; it is not our task to stand and wait for those we serve to turn and thank us.  It is our task to thank God for gift of sight, for the opportunity to serve and for the blessing of knowing that we have been obedient to the one whom we cal Christ.
See first, and then act.  See what is occurring on your block and act to meet the need.  See, as our sister Leslie Eiring did, the need of children just up the street at Hough Street School; children who had no school supplies; in Barrington, children without the basic needs.  She saw, and she along with her fellow Deacons acted, supplying the needs of these children who otherwise would have been without.  Not looking for thanks, not seeking acclaim, the Deacons on behalf of this church saw and served in obedience to the Master’s example and call.  Each of us must see and act everywhere God allows us to go.  
Oh God that we may see, that we may have the courage to open our eyes unafraid of the world, confident in your power to use us to see and to act.  Oh that we may see as you saw, men and women made in God’s image, full of hope and promise.  Oh God that we may see and in our seeing be compelled to move.  Now, at the beginning of our season of stewardship, may we see the needs all around us and respond?  Bless us now God of all abundance, bless us that we may see and in all our ways follow thee.  Amen. 
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