
Homily for 6
th

 Sunday of Ordinary Time 

 

There are two Ben Hur films, both usually on the 

TV at Christmas and I much prefer the old one 

with Charlton Heston even if they say that if you 

watch the chariot race carefully you can see a red 

Fiat in the corner.  But at one point he goes off to 

find his mother and daughter who have been exiled to the leper caves (his 

sister somehow still managing to look very beautiful), and much to their 

horror he goes in and carries his Mum to Jesus for healing.   

 It is hard for us to imagine the fear that leprosy instilled in people.  

Today’s fear of covid is nothing like the terror leprosy provoked in people.  

So any one showing symptoms was immediately chased out of the 

community.  They rang bells as we know shouting, Unclean, unclean, 

giving people time to avoid them.  In the church at St. Michael’s-on-Wyre 

there is a leper’s squint in one corner where communion or simply food 

could be left for lepers to collect. This was and is nothing new.  500 years 

before Jesus, possibly more, the same instructions to leave the community 

are being given in the first reading, and for reasonable medical reasons at 

the time. 

 So when the leper approaches Jesus, and he would still be kneeling at 

a distance, when he asks, ‘Do you want to heal me,’ it not just about does 

Jesus want to but will he actually do it.  Will he get close enough even if it 

makes him unclean and may infect him?  The shock to everyone, no less 

than the leper, is that Jesus actually touches him.  At this point many 

people could have backed away from Jesus, in fact it could have affected 

whether they would allow him to preach, which is part of the reason he 

came for. 

 And this is where holiness comes in.  Throughout the ages many a 

saint has been considered holy because at great risk to themselves, they are 

ready to associate with, touch, the outcast. 

 Do we have the courage to do it?    

We will often do it for the ones we love.  There is a scene in that old 

musical Showboat, Paul Robeson sings Ol’ Man River, set in the Deep 

South in America, where inter-racial marriage is illegal.  Ava Gardner is 

discovered to have black ancestors so they board the boat to arrest her and 

separate her from her boyfriend Howard Keel.  Just before the police 



arrive he pricks her finger and when they ask if he has black blood (as they 

put it) in him he says Yes and is allowed to go with her.  He is exiled with 

her. 

 But what about those we don’t love? 

We might have stood up for someone on the playground risking being with 

the unpopular kid, or for someone in the office, or even for someone who 

has made real mistakes and we stick by them. 

 But what about those we really disapprove of? 

I once spoke to a group of seminarians about a parish in America where 

one of the well-known parishioners was convicted of paedophilia.  After 

he left prison he returned to his house and asked to be allowed to come 

back to church.  The church debated it for a long time.  After prayer and 

careful consideration, much of it trying to work out in the old phrase 

‘What would Jesus do?’ the majority decision was they would agree to let 

him return with proper safeguards.  A good number said they would leave 

the parish, and when there was no change in the decision many did. 

 Many of the seminarians could not agree with the parish, for 

different reasons.  Indeed it would be a tough call for any parish. 

 In recent gospels the question of how Jesus treats those who have 

been excluded goes hand in hand with the question of healing.  His love 

for all people means that healing is always a way of uniting the tears in 

creation, in the community of his creation.  But there is a big difference 

between us and Jesus.  For us some people are beyond the Pale.  The 

behaviour of some means that we find it hard to have them around us. 

 But the point of Jesus’ message is that we are challenged to love 

everyone.  If we decide that we really have to place people outside the 

community (say prison) and there are some we do, then we are bound to 

remain in touch with them and not forget them.  We are bound to ensure 

that their conditions encourage them to be more human not less, and 

especially in the case of young people. 

 Without drawing any lines of exclusion, literally leaving anyone out, 

St. Paul says today:  ‘Never do anything offensive to anyone, anyone, not 

anxious for my own advantage but for the advantage of everybody else, so 

that they may be saved.  Take me for your model, as I took Christ.   

 But welcoming the outcast takes courage, both as an individual and 

as a community. 

  


