
St. Joseph’s—Reflection, February15-16, 2021 

 Page 1 

Reflection, February 15-16, 2021, 6th Sunday of Ordinary Time 
John Rietschlin 
 
If you are like me, you probably haven’t spent a lot of time reading or 
studying the Book of Leviticus.  The book largely comprises chapter after 
chapter of detailed rules governing the lives of the Jewish people.  The 
laws are presented as having been given by God to Moses and passed on 
through Aron and his sons as the first generation of the Jewish priesthood.  
It became the ongoing role of the priests to teach these laws while all 
members of the Jewish people were expected to follow them.  Our first 
reading today is a short excerpt from the two chapters in Leviticus 
containing rules dealing with leprosy.  
 
Scholars agree that the leprosy being addressed here included a number 
of serious skin ailments that were temporary in nature and not the disease 
currently known as leprosy.  These conditions were considered serious, 
not only due to possible contagion, but more importantly because they 
were thought to make the person spiritually unclean and therefor unfit to 
participate in the community’s worship.   Rules were set out for quarantine, 
and instructions given to guide the priests—both as physicians and 
ministers of the Torah—for determining when the individual could rejoin the 
community. 
 
With this background, we can see that the story in Mark’s gospel might 
have discomfited his early readers in several ways.   The man with leprosy 
was in serious violation of quarantine as he pushed his way through the 
crowd to approach Jesus—knowing that everyone who came close to him 
might also be made unclean.  That Jesus reached out and touched him 
was clearly a violation of the Mosaic law, rendering Jesus himself unclean.  
Finally, the man appears to have ignored the requirement to be certified as 
clean by a priest before re-entering community life and this is yet another 
violation of the laws in Leviticus. 
 
Hearing this story as a Christian community some two thousand years 
later, we can easily miss all of this.  We not shocked that the man, perhaps 
desperate to be part of normal community life once again, might take a 
calculated risk and approach this man Jesus seeking a cure.  Nor are we 
shocked that Jesus would reach out and touch the man to heal him, 
bringing him back into the community.  In fact, we would be more surprised 
if he didn’t do something like this.  Finally, we are probably not surprised 
that the man who is healed would immediately go around sharing his good 
news with all his former friends and neighbors—so grateful to be back to 
his normal life. 
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As I pondered these passages about disease, quarantine and healing I 
immediately felt a link to the fact that nearly one year ago all our lives were 
turned upside down by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, rather than 
forcing a few people into quarantine, the public health response to this 
modern global pandemic has seen all of us donning masks and keeping 
our distance from all who are not in our bubble.  Human touch, in the form 
of a hug or even a handshake is largely forbidden.  After nearly a year of 
COVID-19 lockdowns and social-distancing we can identify at least a little 
bit with the desperate desire of the man with leprosy to be healed and 
rejoined with his community. 
 
A regular part of my own pandemic life since last April has been helping to 
organize twice-weekly Zoom gatherings of our L’Arche Ottawa community 
of people with and without disabilities and then participating in them.  
These gatherings have become one of the primary ways in which we are 
experiencing our L’Arche community life these days.  In a time of 
lockdowns and social distancing, at least we are together virtually.  During 
these gatherings, we celebrate birthdays, anniversaries of arrival in the 
community, or say goodbye to someone who is leaving. We share music, 
reflect on scripture, pray together and much more.   
 
During the times of prayer in these gatherings, we hear many of our 
members praying for an end to the pandemic and for a return to our normal 
lives.  Frequently, the prayer simply yearns that we can be physically 
together again in the community, singing, giving one another hugs, sharing 
a meal.  Some pray for the vaccine to be administered soon to make all 
this possible. I’m pretty confident that most of us have said similar prayers 
as these months of pandemic wear on all of us. 
 
A closer reading of our scripture texts in the light of COVID-19, however, 
broadens our understanding of the “normal” times for which we might pray. 
The higher rates of death from COVID-19 and its more frequent 
occurrence amongst frail seniors, Indigenous communities, poorer and 
racialized immigrant populations, others living in crowded conditions, those 
who must go to work in care centres, factories or grocery stores, or 
distribution centres—all of these things remind us that “normal” in our 
society was never just and equitable.  They remind us that many are 
excluded from the full fruits of the community by the social, political, and 
economic realities that give others privilege.  Like the lepers of Moses’ or 
of Jesus’ time, many of our fellow human beings are excluded from the 
camp. COVID-19 has provided all of us with vivid evidence of this. 
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In his most recent encyclical, Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis challenges all 
people of good will to imagine a “new normal” where are all are fully 
included.  He calls on all to work together to address the causes of inequity 
and exclusion, the causes of environmental destruction and climate 
change to create such a world.   He calls on all of us to notice, to serve 
and befriend the lepers (those who are excluded) in our immediate 
environment.  
 
This week I invite each of us to join in praying for such a world.  Certainly, 
it will be a world where we can hug our friends and loved ones.  It will also 
be a world where all are included as brothers and sisters—the world that 
Jesus showed us as he touched those around him and challenged the 
authorities of his day.  Then, let each of us pray for the wisdom and the 
courage to undertake one small concrete action to build that world—the 
kingdom of God on earth. 
 
Be well. 
 
John Rietschlin 
February 16, 2021 
 


