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Clean 
 

In the first century, leprosy was likely the very worst thing that could happen to a 
person.  Lepers were considered “unclean” … and that meant they were not allowed 
to be in society at all!   
 
If they ever went out into other areas, they had to shout “unclean!”  “unclean!”  
In fact, they were given a patch of the worst land, in the most undesirable part of 
town (or out of town completely) and were ignored.   
 
They had to depend on the city dump for food and water and had no human contact 
except with each other. A sad existence indeed. 
 
Is there still leprosy in our time?  Indeed, there is.  It is now called Hansen’s Disease. 
What is Hansen’s Disease? 
 
Hansen’s disease is an infection caused by bacteria. These bacteria grow very 
slowly, and it may take up to 20 years to develop signs of the infection. This can 
cause the affected areas to lose the ability to sense touch and pain, which can lead to 
injuries, like cuts and burns. If left untreated, the nerve damage can result in 
paralysis of hands and feet.  
 
Still, a lot of stigma and prejudice remains about the disease, and those suffering 
from it are isolated and discriminated against just as they were in Jesus’s time. 
Continued commitment to fighting the stigma through education and improving 
access to treatment will lead to a world free of this completely treatable disease. 
 
Figuratively speaking, what is today’s leprosy?  What disease carries the stigma that 
leprosy carried in Jesus’ time?   
 
If you read the paper after a mass shooting or other crime, which group of people 
are most often blamed – sometimes even before all the evidence is gathered?   
 
I’m talking about mental illness. 
 
I am bringing this message to you today because May is Mental Health Awareness 
Month. It has been observed in the United States since 1949.  



2 
 

The month is observed with media coverage, local events, and film screenings.  It 
was started by the Mental Health America organization.  
 
We have Black History Month, and we have Women’s History Month and a lot of 
other ways we celebrate or bring attention to particular people. 
 
Why do we have this month set aside for folks dealing with mental illness and the 
organizations that help them?  
 
Mental illness is more pervasive than you might think. One-fourth of adults will have 
a mental illness in a given year. The most common reason for people needing 
disability financial help is because of mental illnesses — the most common being 
major depression, schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder. 
 
Mental illnesses are diagnosable health conditions involving changes in emotion, 
thinking or behavior (or a combination of these). Mental illnesses are associated 
with distress and/or problems functioning in social, work or family activities. 
 
For hundreds of years, mental illness has been blamed on many sources,  
even demon possession. 
 
What I want to be very clear about today is sin has nothing to do with mental 
illness.  Maybe turn it around? Mental illness has nothing to do with sin? 
 
Let me say that again … Sin has nothing to do with mental illness.   
 
Jesus talks about sin and illness to his disciples in  
 
The Gospel of John Chapter 9:1-3: 9 As he went along, he saw a man blind from 
birth. 2 His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he 
was born blind?” 3 “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this 
happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him. 
 
The disciples were asking a very common question, for in the First Century it was 
common to blame illness or tragedy on sin. 
 
I understand that blindness or paralysis is easy to see and obviously something we 
all can notice. 
 
But mental illness is less understood and even mysterious at times. 
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Have you ever walked down a city block and seen a man or woman making 
grimacing faces?  They may look very odd and maybe even frightening.  
Sometimes they seem to talk to people who only they can see and hear? 
(Oh, and by the way, he grimacing faces are caused by medications, not illness) 
 
Have you ever seen someone walking down the street “praising Jesus” and trying to 
get you to come along? 
 
We may think of them as weird or scary, but I ask you to think of it this way: The 
brain is an organ like other organs and can become sick too. The difficulty is that 
when someone is mentally ill, the part of the body that communicates and explains 
where the problem is the part that is sick. 
 
Personality weakness or character flaws are not causes of mental illness. Someone 
with a mental illness cannot just “snap out of it.”   
 
Sin is real.  Since that day in the garden, sin is in the world. The scriptures are real 
and inspired by God. 
 
There are people in the Bible, like David, who most Old Testament scholars say 
suffered from depression, which could have been like some people experience it 
today.  
 
Now, I want to be absolutely clear. Sin causing mental illness is not biblical.   
 
Right now, the world is in crisis. Covid-19 has brought fear and pain and loss to the 
whole world. But remember last year when we first started to hear about it?   
 
It wasn’t even called a pandemic yet. But I would say most people aren’t looking for 
the person or group that sinned and that caused Covid-19 to spread like wildfire. 
  
What should the church do? 
  
The church ought to be a place of compassion and patience, not a center of 
judgment.  
 
A friend shared her experience with me. When someone comes home having had 
knee surgery, half the church brought food and sent cards. When my husband came 
home from the hospital, after attempting suicide, our fridge remained empty. 
  
Famous pastor Rick Warren was compelled to talk to his congregation about mental 
illness after his son died from suicide. He said, “There is no shame in diabetes.  
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there is no shame in high blood pressure. But why is it that if our brain stops 
working normally there is supposed to be shame in that?” 
 
So, what can churches do? 
 
Some of the work lands on the pastors. In a 2016 article in Christianity Today,  
pastors were asked how often they have talked to their congregations about mental 
illness. 
  
Ninety-two percent responded that they talk about mental illness in sermons or 
other gatherings “once a year, rarely or never.” 
 
The PCUSA has a mandate from the gathering in 2008 that the church must work to 
include folks with mental illness. Are we doing a good job? Maybe. Maybe we could 
be doing more. It can be as simple as not being afraid to call or visit.   
 
Often people don’t call or visit because they “wouldn’t know what to say.” 
 
Well, as someone who has been dealing with mental illness for 45 years,  
my response would be: Talk to me as you would talk to any other person. About the 
weather, the grandkids, what is God doing in your life. 
 
Have I asked Jesus to cure me? Of course.  Do I get frustrated that Jesus hasn’t yet? 
Of course. Am I one of those people who says, “everything happens for a reason?” 
 
Absolutely not.  
 
However, many years ago when I began to think about seminary, my calling was to 
work with people like me.  Would I have chosen that if I did not have direct 
experience?   
 
I don’t know. 
 
Something I also want to be very clear about: There is a difference between healing 
and curing.  
 
Jesus cures. The illness that was in the person is no longer there. The person will no 
longer have the symptoms they had before. They will no longer have to be separate 
from the rest of the people. Everything about the person is cured forever.    
 
Healing may not take away the illness.  But perhaps something else in that person’s 
life needed healing that they might not even be aware of. 
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What about the man who is on his deathbed? He is home and neighbors and family 
come to see him. But he has a wayward daughter he hasn’t seen in years and he 
aches to see her one more time before he dies.   
 
As his time is running short, the daughter arrives at the house. They struggle to 
make conversation. The father asks, “What brought you home after all this time?” 
 
She says she learned he was sick and dying and she thought she would come home 
and care for him in his last days. They talked and got to know each other again.  
There was great healing between them.   
  
A few weeks after her arrival the father dies.  was not a cure for the father’s body, he 
still died. The healing was the unraveling of the strained relationship, the two of 
them talking and sharing their feelings.  Love came to them and they were both 
healed. 
 
Think back to our reading about the lepers. 
   
Ten lepers approached Jesus. Wow! They not only were out of their assigned place,  
but they approached a “clean” man right out there in front of the Jewish leaders!   
 
These people not only wanted to get their lives back, but they believed Jesus could 
help them!  Jesus said “go and show yourselves to the priest, which was required to 
rejoin society.  They weren’t even healed yet. They healed as they obeyed and went.   
 
Apparently, only one was Samaritan, and he was the only one who expressed his 
thanks to Jesus.   
 
Like them, we can be very good at asking for healing, and maybe not so good as 
singing thankful praises when it happens. 
 
Maybe this next week, we can all try to do something outside our comfort zone.   
(Haven’t we been outside that zone for over a year already?)   
 
Look a stranger or homeless person right in the eye and say, “Hello.” How many 
times do we hear from someone back from the addiction of alcohol or drugs that no 
one ever really looked at them?  
  
Give of your abundance to a charity like NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness) 
or the food bank or somewhere where you can help the mentally ill get essentials for 
living.   
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And pray. Pray for the students who are experiencing depression, anxiety, isolation, 
considering suicide.  Pray for the homeless man or woman who can’t hold a job 
because mental illness has caused limitations.  Pray for the person who needs to 
hire someone to consider someone who just needs a bit more direction than 
someone else might. 
  
Pray for this church; that we welcome all who come because we are Christ’s hands 
and feet in the world.  
 
I know sometimes we say, “all I can do is pray.” Praying for folks with mental illness 
can never be too much. And pray for yourself – to be open minded, compassionate, 
and respectful toward those folks who struggle with mental illness. 
 
Let it be so for you and for me.  Amen 


