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Mark 1:40-45; 2 Kings 5:1-14; 1 Corinthians 9:24-27

	Our Bible Study of the Book of Revelation began with an account of the conflict between Jewish rebels and Titus, the son of the Roman emperor.  As armed conflicts often do, the war spilled over into the streets of Jerusalem engulfing a population with terrifying violence.  Finally, the Temple was destroyed and the rebellion quelled.  Any who read the account are repelled by the brutal intensity of the indignities visited upon the Jewish people by the Romans, recounted not only as threat but also warning.  Was it this threat, this warning that prompted John’s visions?  Does the Jewish rebellion provide the context for understanding the Book of Revelation?
	As is often the case, when one begins to pay attention to the Word in its original hearing, present and eternal truths are revealed.  How different is the world from the time of Titus and the Roman Empire?  How similar are the experiences of the current generations of faithful?  A new country was recently brought to birth in part because of the persecution of a Christian population situated in the south of the previous country.   Iraq has seen its Christian cohort diminish significantly as refugees have fled.  Though the number of followers of Jesus is on the rise in the land of Israel, Bethlehem has experienced a decrease in Christians with the comment that soon the birthplace of Jesus will host few of these followers.  Deadly persecution of Christians continues in Nigeria and Indonesia; all as a result of intolerance that threatens all religions.  One author suggests that “Christophobia” is growing in many places with a variety of expressions. 
	In China, Christians number in the millions with many more having gone underground, meeting now as house churches.  The government allows the existence of religion, even among Communist party members, so long as allegiance to the government remains in place.   In rural areas, churches and other religious bodies have become a significant resource for raising levels of education and health care.  But toleration of religion has its limits according to the government; it will be allowed as long as it contributes to the stability of the nation.  This close scrutiny is a response to a long history of imperialism visited 
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upon China by Christian nations, an influence that ironically contributed greatly to 
China’s current form of government.  The difficulty is a matter of reputation.  
	The church can proclaim that it is called to foster kingdom rather than empire but its actions, beginning with Constantine reveal its interest in imperial power and wealth.  God’s kingdom seeks to “lift the poor out of dust” in the words of the Psalmist whereas empire often sacrifices the poor so that the rich can grow in number and strength.  The church has not always been on the side of the poor.  Perhaps this reputation is deserved even beyond China.
	In the Gospel according the Mark, we learn of a growing understanding of the nature and ministry of Jesus.  Because of his reputation, many come to Jesus for new life while others are brought to him for healing.  Even if Jesus retreats to the desert, people seek him out, drawn by which they have heard about him.  He continues to build a reputation that will cause him to be known as more than a carpenter from Nazareth, more than a preacher in the synagogue.  
	In his movement throughout Galilee, Jesus is approached by one who is counted unclean.  By rights, this “leper” as he is often known should remain at a distance, his torn and worn clothing testifying to his unclean state.  As a further sign of his station in life, he should let the his hair remain unattended and hold his hand over his upper lip as he proclaims “unclean, unclean”.  Not only is he excluded from society, he is not to be allowed to join in public worship, so states Leviticus.  
	Unlike other instances wherein Jesus speaks and the leper is healed---a witness to the power of his word---Jesus in this circumstance not only responds to the invitation to choose to purify, he reaches out and touches the untouchable.  And the unclean is made clean.   And his reputation grows.  
	And it is the case that his public reputation outruns his personal request.  Scholars have suggested that Jesus promotes the secret of his being the Messiah until all has been fulfilled and resurrection has occurred.  But, at least at the hand of the leper made clean, the secret is out.  And the reputation grows.  
	Reputation is an important element in the story of Naaman, one afflicted with leprosy.  Most know him as a man of great honor and power, one who is to be served rather than serve.  Further, he comes from a land that is far richer and more feared than insignificant Israel.  The rivers of his country are far superior to the
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small flow of the Jordan and the command to simply plunge into Jordan’s waters 
seven times is not at all the therapy he expected.  It is too simple, too insignificant to possibly bring about healing.  Though the great prophet will not visit with Naaman,  servant urges him to follow the recommendation and as Naaman does so, his leprosy is cleansed.  It is then that he learns the truth of God’s reputation, it is then that praise springs forth.  
	Reputation is an important matter for the church, whether it be considered in global or local terms.  What is it that others speak about the church to still others?   Christianity has been publically castigated because of the activity of a few.  As indicated earlier, polls suggest a variety of responses.  But both of these sources represent but a tiny number of voices of all that might be raised.  The claim is that most people beyond the church do not think about the church at all.  The posture of complacency of those in the pews is matched by the suspicion of irrelevance  among those who give any thought to the matter.  
	Most have forgotten the contributions of the church and other faiths to the building up of societies.   Education, the arts, philosophy, ethics, medical care, sheltering of the poor, the widow, the orphan, and science are but a few of the areas of life that have been enhanced by the efforts of people who count themselves faithful.  But the connection between these strides in civilization and the institutions of religion has often been forgotten.  
	It may be time for the church to begin to awaken interest in the ministries of the church.  And the church will always be first the people.  Too often, we seem to be self-serving rather than other-concerned.  Particularly as United Methodists, we  tend to keep our story to ourselves rather than share it with the world, claiming that we do not wish to impose our beliefs upon another.  Our silence adds nothing to the human conversation that surrounds us.   To use Paul’s metaphor of running a race, we are content to sit along the sidelines, watching. 
	 How do we build reputation?  Our actions send the most potent messages.  Invitation comes about as others note and understand our activity.  The mission tables have been available for just two weeks.  In this time, people from beyond the church have asked if they might add to the boxes and jars on the tables.  One woman related that she did not know what could be done with all the eyeglasses her mother had accumulated, now that her mother had passed away.  Could she
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place them in one the mission box?  Another simply stated what many of us could 
echo: eyeglasses had been rattling around in the back of drawers for years and now there was a way to make good use of them.  The sheets on the mission tables could indeed be stuck to refrigerator to remind us or handed to neighbors to invite others.  Many in the world wish to give significantly from what they have; let us help them to do so, not for the sake of the church but for the kingdom.
	And then let us continue to offer hospitality to people looking for a place to gather and meet.  As a local church we are rich with room.  Let us invite groups to utilize this great gift that has been given to us by the industrious and caring generations that have preceded us.  If the church is the body of Christ, should it not be giving itself away, sacrificially, even as Christ has done?
	Today we bring Edward Russell to the waters of baptism.  Not only do we implore God to wash away his sin but also to clothe him in righteousness, not for himself alone, but that he be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ.  As we welcome Edward Russell into the family of faith, we may fear for the future of the church as did the people in the time of John’s revelations.  We may better ask how we are being the church in the present time, anxious that the Holy Spirit no longer works in us, not because God has not sent it, but because we refuse to receive and respond.  But just as God has only begun with Edward, God is not yet finished with us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.    
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