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Today is February 12th which is not only the second Sunday in February (within earshot of Valentines Day) and the 6th Sunday in the season of Epiphany, but it is also Abraham Lincoln’s birthday!  What an interesting mix!  As we look to the lectionary for today, we find two stories of the healing of leprosy, one by Jesus of an unidentified man and another of the prophet Elisha and the commander of the army of a feared, powerful other nation.  

Now leprosy has a parallel in our day in the illness of Aids.  It carries with it a social stigma and individuals become outcasts.  Not many years ago, it was a death sentence for the person diagnosed with aids for there was no cure, just as leprosy was seen some two thousand years ago.  Basically it was hopeless and impossible!

To be a leper in both New and Old Testament times was to live constantly under the motto, “Nothing can be done!”  The disease progressively turned it’s victims into loathsome, disfigured individuals as it tuned on the body.  Journalist Philip Yancey reports that modern-day visitors to leper colonies in rural villages in Africa and Asia have witnessed victims reach into pots of boiling water to get their cooked vegetables. While their hands reacted with huge boils, there was no pain since even the normal neural warning system has abandoned the body.

So we begin with Naaman, the military Chief of Staff of the Aramean army in Syria.  He was given the position because of his victory over Israel.  From the Hebrew reading of history, anytime Israel lost a battle or war, it was God’s will.  Then one day, Naaman is affected with the dreaded leprosy which would mean he would become an outcast and all his hopes and those of his nation in him would evaporate.  It approaches the impossible! There is great hopelessness and grief from the King on down.  Then through a servant girl whose family was probably taken captive from Israel, the king learns of a prophet in Samaria who could cure Naaman of his leprosy.  A diplomatic courier arrives at the court of the King of Israel who threw up his hands in despair.  This was merely a ploy to go to battle when Israel was unable to cure the leprosy.  Compare the hope of a little captive girl from Israel to the hopelessness of the King.  It is impossible.  But Elisha counters the impossible with encouragement that all will be well.  Trust in the power of God.  May God’s kingdom come on earth by faith!  You know the rest of the story with the added tweak that Elisha does not give diplomatic courtesy but only sends word of what must be done.  
Years later Jesus would encounter a man with leprosy who begs for the impossible, healing.  With complete faith, the man begs: “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”  Jesus is taken aback by this.  Of course he is willing but it is not his will but God’s will that matters.  With the statement, “I am willing – be clean!”  “But do not go about celebrating and telling everyone, simply go to the priests and offer the sacrifices that   

Moses commanded for your cleansing.  But instead he did the opposite for he was so filled with joy at hope for this impossible happening.  Therefore, scripture says, Jesus could not longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places.  Yet the people continued to find him.
Another person in our nation’s history was at a similar crossroads.  Born almost 200 years ago today, Abraham Lincoln faced the evil of slavery and believed that it was the will of God that change must take place for this impossible situation.  Extreme wealth was on the side of the slave owners and the nation split with many in the north that were still sympathetic with the ownership of slaves as an economic necessity.  War was inevitable!  


Many are not aware that Lincoln also suffered from depression which he battled with humor. In his race to the White House against Confederate Jefferson Davis, the question of religion came up as Davis was praised for his ability to pray.  When one person said that Lincoln was also a man of prayer, the response was “Yes, but when Lincoln prays, the Lord will think he is joking!”  Lincoln was also a man of great compassion who was given to pardoning deserters in war, feeding hungry southern families, mercy for the Confederacy at Appottomax).  
Abraham Lincoln is also the man who in the depths of despair wrote to a friend: “I am now the most miserable man living.  If what I feel were equally distributed to the whole human family, there would not be one cheerful face on earth.”  Often it seemed impossible and many were against him.  
Upon arrival at the White House, the family bought a pew at Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church where they regularly attended.  The President also came to Wednesday evening services but had to sneak in the side door and sit in the pastor’s study with the door slightly open to avoid those who would confront him.  He was definitely a man of faith who was not put off as he approached what seemed impossible.  More often than not he took “the road less travelled.”  Yet his faith was not naïve.  He said: “I cannot without mental reservations assent to long and complicated creeds and catechisms.  If a church would ask simply for assent to the Savior’s statement of the substance of the law: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all they heart and with all they soul and with all thy mind and thy neighbor as thyself – that church would I gladly unite with.”  Many today yearn for the same!

One of the best preachers of Lincoln’s day, Phillips Brooks, said in his memorial sermon after the assassination: “He fed us faithfully and truly.  He fed us with counsel when we were in doubt, with inspiration when we sometimes faltered, with caution when we would be rash… He fed us with solemn, solid truths… Best of all, he fed us with a reverent and genuine religion.  He spread before us the love And fear of God just in that shape in which we need them most, and out of his faithful service of a higher Master, who of us has not taken and eaten and grown strong?  At the last, behold Lincoln standing with hand reached out to feed the South with mercy and the North with charity, and the whole land with peace, when the Lord who had sent him called him and his work was done!”
I have escorted homeless, hopeless persons to the mental health emergency room only to have the Psychiatrist say that “nothing can be done.”  Every day we approach the impossible and then pray the prayer “Thy will be done on earth!”  Staff has been cut back, services are unavailable and nothing can be done.  It is a terribly hopeless feeling as you approach the impossible.  Yet impossible is only in the will of the people.  With God nothing is impossible.
So what do we do as we approach the impossible today?  It seems impossible to turn the tide where the wealth flows to the few and we become a feudal nation.  It seems impossible when one party is deadlocked in war with another so that the nation is held hostage.  It seems impossible when the only answer to our economic problems is to balance the budget on the backs of the neediest.    What we need is a healing of our leprosy of social injustice.  We need both faith and courage for the facing of these days.  We need to intentionally approach the impossible for with God nothing is impossible.
The latest uprising against social injustice – as many demonstrate in country after country, that something can and must be done.  Occupation by the symbolism of the 99% seems to approach the impossible.  During the National Prayer Breakfast, Obama said that as a person who has been “extraordinarily blessed,” he is willing to give up some of the tax breaks he enjoys because doing so makes economic and religious sense.  “For me as a Christian, it also coincides with Jesus’ teaching that for unto whom much is given, much shall be required.”  Yet the deliberate massive flood of wealth towards the few was man made and can be reversed.  While it approaches the impossible with God nothing is impossible. 
As we gather in fellowship around the Lord’s Table let us remember that with God nothing is impossible.  We approach the impossible with the resolve, “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Today, you are reminded that you are God’s healing balm throughout the world and in Gilead and right here. 
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