Today’s scriptures provide an example of several important social dynamics as they make progress from the establishment of tradition, to the situations which shatter those traditions.  We learn about those who are cast out from society.  We learn about the outcast who defied his traditional role by approaching someone and asking for help.  And we learn even more about the one who had the audacity to help such an outcast.  It’s hard to say which act is more courageous; to break with your traditional role, or to affirm the one who has made this break.

Traditions exist when they are demonstrated to be effective.  So why would we ever break with them?  Though each situation may be different, I’ll bet that people break with tradition when those whom the traditions protect have compassion for those whom the traditions persecute.  
By forcing the sick to announce their leprosy, do the healthy people prevent their own death?  No.  All they do is lessen the chance that their inevitable death will be caused by leprosy.  There may be some benefits to that, but there are also costs.  Such a tradition denies life to those who are not yet dead, and denies the world access to their potential gifts.  Who is to say that there is not good that these people can still accomplish?  We would be wise to leave that judgment to God, and we need to be careful of maintaining life without focusing on what we are living for.  To avoid an outcast of society may prolong life in the status quo, but when we do so, are we asking what we are preserving our “good” life for?  What, if anything are we living for; what legacy are we preserving?  Tradition has an important purpose that I don’t want to downplay.  Many good things are preserved by observing traditions.  And so when we the time comes to change traditions, our challenge is to do so while preserving the spirit in which those traditions were born.  In the case of Jesus and the leper, the need for change comes from the question over the best way to create a society which considers the quality of life just as much as it considers the length of life.
Different attitudes come with change, and many times change is created by ambition; or the desire for greatness.  Such change can certainly be significant; but I’m more interested in change that is relevant; that is, change which is appropriately justified.  For relevant change, we can look to humility; the same kind of humility which Jesus demonstrated in his compassion.  I’d like to turn to Fr. Donald Cozzens, author of Faith That Dares to Speak.  He voices, much better than I can, the purpose of humility in creating change:
Humble people are freed from the fear of failure, of making fools of themselves………  Humble people see through the rationalism, dogmatism, and legalism of the ideologue, whether religious, political, or intellectual.  They have learned to look for goodness and truth in every human encounter.  They listen well and respectfully to those from different “parties,” whether religious or political.  The tone of their measured speech draws listeners to consider the particular insight or point of view which they raise.  

I know of one good tradition, well worth preserving; which received some well deserved change recently.  The Olympics are a tradition based in the spirit of competition; pushing human abilities beyond anything thought to be possible, only to go even further in each generation which follows.  The Olympics were born to challenge human limits, and that includes challenging us to take our differences out of the political arena or off of the battlefield, and settle them at the track, or the ice rink, or the ski slopes.  But this year, as I’m sure most of my in-laws as well as my mother are well aware, the way figure skating is scored has been radically changed.  When the Olympics felt the sting of corruption from within, we did not throw out the baby with the bathwater, but change was demanded by those who knew that not changing undermined the whole reason that such a competition existed in the first place.  
And this is how I perceive our challenge to the leaders of our church.  We know a little bit ourselves about breaking with tradition and calling for relevant change.  We want to preserve the spirit of Church tradition, but we want to make relevant change where needed to maintain the reasons that Church traditions were established in the first place.  At least one of us here has recently had to deal with confronting the last person that they want to see as a result of this break, and whenever I see that happen, I am reminded of the kind of courage that we see illustrated in today’s Gospel.  We are gathered here today for many reasons, but if there is one reason that stands out; can we let it be to support those who show the courage to find a better way, while preserving the spirit of the traditions that brought us all here in the first place?  Those of us who use what life we have here; no matter how long or short, to make Christ alive are the instruments of humble, meaningful, and relevant change.
