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A couple of years ago I celebrated Easter Sunday at the home of my sister and her husband.  Their daughter, my 
niece, was then three years old, and since it was a warm and sunny afternoon they decided to have an Easter 
egg hunt for her out in the yard.  It’s a fairly small area with only a few trees and shrubs, so it wasn’t exactly hard 
work to notice where a dozen large, brightly colored plastic eggs were to be discovered—at least not for an 
adult.  But for an excited toddler who was two feet tall it required greater effort.  A couple of times she was 
ready to stop looking, believing that she had found all the eggs that were there, when just about everybody else 
looking on could see that that wasn’t true.  But of course it would spoil her fun if someone were to say, “Look, 
there’s one over there.”  Instead it had to be gently suggested to her that maybe there might be something 
closer to the back door, or perhaps over by her play area, and then allow her to find it herself.  When she did 
that she shrieked with joy in announcing the discovery to everybody.  What was once lost had now been found.  
Even though it was never really lost to begin with.  But she was convinced that her saying so made it so.  So the 
rest of us clapped and cheered along. 

There is a little something like that going on in the gospel encounter today between Jesus, the leper, the 
bystanders, and the local priest of the Jewish community.  Of course we never get to meet that priest in this 
telling of the story because in some sense he’s not terribly important, even though he will surely think he is.  At 
the end of this little drama in Galilee, in fact, the priest is pretty much the only party to the story who doesn’t 
have any idea what has taken place, because he wasn’t there.  Mark goes out of his way to not that not only the 
leper and the witnesses know all about this amazing healing miracle, but so did the whole country side and the 
people in every village in the area who were amazed by the reports.  To everyone who saw the miracle it was 
obvious what had happened.  As Mark says it, “The leprosy left him immediately, and he was made clean.”  Then 
and there.  Mission accomplished.  But Jesus wasn’t quite finished with him yet.  He ordered the now-healed 
man to go off to show himself to the priest, so that the priest could solemnly pronounce what everyone else 
already knew.  “Behold!”  The man is clean, because I have said so.”  It’s not unlike my little niece at the Easter 
egg hunt: “Look everybody!  There was another egg here after all, because I just found it for you.”  And the rest 
of the folks nod and smile and know. 

Perhaps this analogy may seem to be belittling of the poor priest and the religious establishment he represents.  
But actually, to take note of him is to be awakened to the central conflict in the whole story of Jesus—the 
conflict that would lead him ultimately to the cross.  Because Jesus was not lead to the cross by the pagans, and 
Jesus did not cause offense and resentment among the crowds of ordinary people whom he helped and taught 
and healed.  Jesus was instead done in by the Jewish religious authorities and the political rulers, and not 
because he worked miracles and cured people but because he did these things without checking with them first.   

It was these high ranking officials whose job it was to keep proper order and control in both the temple and the 
society.  And the way that happened was to see to it that religious work was done after first receiving the proper 
authorization from the ones in charge.  Nobody was allowed to do anything in the name of any God without 
prior permission, but that was precisely what Jesus was presuming to do…to perform mighty deeds in his own 
name without waiting for the priest or the emperor to give him a license to do so.  It was a direct challenge to 
the rules, and Jesus surely was well aware of that.   In sending the cure leper off to present himself to the priest 
as proof of his power, Jesus certainly wouldn’t have expected that priest to leap for joy at such a blessing.  No, 
he would have anticipated quite a different reaction, one more along the line of, “Who does this Jesus fellow 
think he is, and why haven’t I heard of him before now?”  That is, in fact, just exactly what the response turned 
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out to be; not gratitude and praise from the priest, but fear and anxiety—as the rest of the gospel story makes 
clear.  One can almost even imagine Jesus goading that priest in this episode, forcing him to pronounce the leper 
clean while having no explanation for how or why it could be so.   

But the priest had no choice.  Like my little niece, the task before him was simply to acknowledge what 
everybody else could already see was obviously true.  In Jesus, the priest was being presented with a God who 
was bigger than the rules of order.  We all are being presented with that God again at this Eucharist today.  
Rules and order can be good and useful things in religion, but not when they try to contain or constrict the 
mercy of God in the face of suffering.  Pope Francis still reminds us of that regularly.   

And it still can be a source of irritation to religious authorities today when God chooses to send forth his healing 
Spirit and his creative power for good long before churches and church spokespeople get around to noticing it or 
approving it.  It can still seem threatening to the keepers of law and order when God continues to display his 
kindness and beauty and wisdom in places and among people which the rules of religion and the dictates of 
theology cannot account for with ease.  And in fact sometimes it can feel a little embarrassing when churches 
have to stand under the chastening corrective authority if the Holy Spirit in order to be reminded of the limits of 
their earthly authority and the mistakes that are made by presumption.  Of course we don’t have to look very far 
for evidence of that going on these days around here.   

Back on that Easter afternoon at my sister’s house, the last of the Easter eggs weren’t discovered in the yard 
when my niece found them.  She just thought they were, because she was only a small child and wasn’t able to 
see what was simply obvious to others.  And we can cut a little slack to the priest in this gospel story today 
because he wasn’t actually there to witness what everybody saw in the leper made clean. 

But we Christians can see and know something of the extravagant generosity of God in Christ, a generosity that 
can be bigger that the rules sometimes, and out in front of what we can yet fully understand and make solemn 
pronouncements about.  That’s actually wonderful news, if we’re not too proud of ourselves to be able to 
welcome it. 
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