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Why did God create Mycobacterium leprae, the leprosy virus? The virus features in this weekend’s Mass readings from Leviticus 13 and St Mark 1:40-45.
When God gazed at His creation – for example, the part made up of deadly viruses and bacteria, parasitic worms, or schistosomes (blood flukes) which infect about 200 million people world wide, how can we possibly say that His reaction was “And God saw that it was good”? 

Surely not. What father would invent excruciating diseases to torment his children and “test their mettle”? What sort of father would inflict debilitating ailments upon his children, just so that he could show how powerful he was later on by curing them? Such a parent would be a sadist and an ogre.
Atheists and Darwinian materialists point to the horrible side of Nature as an argument against the existence of any Deity.

To answer this challenge, we Christians, we need to distinguish the permissive will of God, from the causative will of God. God never causes evil, although He permits it, as a consequence of angelic and human freedom. 

God therefore permits certain things to happen, which He Himself would not have directly willed and which do not please Him. When He creates independent free beings, He limits His own omnipotence. Yet unless he allowed such beings to have freedom, they could never genuinely choose to love Him and share His life. They would be merely pre-programmed robots. 

A consequence of this is that with morally evil will, we can hurt and injure each other. 
Physical evil, however, is different from moral evil. Water can drown us if we swim too far out too sea, but that does not make water evil. God allows the natural consequences of Nature usually to take their course: we drink too much, we suffer a hangover. Pain has both an educative purpose and a warning role! 

A physical illness is not a moral evil, and yet, for example, an innocent child suffering from cancer arouses our moral anger because it is so patently unjust and involves innocent suffering. Such a reaction has inspired millions to dedicate themselves to the care of the sick and medical research, with wonderful results. 

Our parish faith discussion group is currently enjoying the CaFE DVD series on the Creed. Notably, all the interviews on the DVD were filmed in beautiful sunny natural surroundings. Sunsets and snowy mountain ranges abound. Idyllic indeed.
Yet the vicious side of Nature poses an awkward theological problem. Many deadly diseases seem almost to spit in the face of Divine Providence. 
If we believe in some form of gradual creation by evolution, divinely guided, then presumably the harmful bacteria and viruses evolved before human beings. Were they present in the Garden of Eden?  In this paradisal state were our first parents Adam and Eve, resistant to all these bugs and diseases?  This seems to me the best solution. 

When sin entered the world, can we suppose that humans’ resistance to disease was badly damaged, because we lost sanctifying grace. The Fall of Man also contaminated the natural world, so did the viruses, bacteria and parasites become more virulent as sin spread throughout humankind?
Do we adopt a New Testament perspective, and see disease, sickness and death as part of the kingdom of Satan? Horrible diseases speak far more of a diabolically cruel mind, than of a loving Father. Yet Satan is not a creator, only a perverter of what is good. Bacteria are necessary in the recycling of organic materials: are the infectious and deadly ones simply a diabolical perversion of a useful and necessary lifeform? 
The physical creation also hints at spiritual reality. Nature in her beauty reflects the glory of God and heaven. Her dangerous and ugly aspects, however, function as an allegory of spiritual evil and danger. 
Just as we would be fools to wander off into the Amazonian jungle without experience or equipment, so too to wander out into the spiritual jungle without biblical knowledge and sacramental strength can be fatally stupid.

Several theological problems coincide in this area, theodicy - the problem of evil, the mystery of human origins, the creation-evolution debate, and the effects of the Fall. I am not sure what the answers are.

Let us turn to leprosy in the Book of Leviticus 13. This book of priestly laws and rituals  begins in the second year of the Exodus, after the Israelites’ idolatry with the golden calf.    

While Moses was up Mount Sinai receiving the Tablets of the Law, the Israelites persuaded his brother Aaron to fashion a golden calf, “in the image of a bull that eats grass,” and to lead them in worshipping it.

Moses ground to dust the golden calf and forced the Israelites to swallow it with water as a punishment. God appoints Aaron as the high priest over Israel: “You want Aaron, you got him!”  But now, every time Aaron enters the holy of holies, the presence of God, he must first sacrifice a bull – reminding him of his previous idolatry and obliging him to reject, over and over again, the bull idol he once made.

So, for the first time in the Bible, the legislation in Leviticus requires animal sacrifices, blood sacrifices, for sin, instead of merely cereals. Because the Israelites turned aside from the true God to worship the image of an animal, a calf, now they must sacrifice animals to show that they reject them as false gods, and acknowledge the Lord’s supremacy.

Leviticus reveals to us the close link between religion and medicine. The priests also have a medical role, examining the sick person in cases of scabs, burns, boils, scalp and chin diseases, hair loss, and leprosy proper. It is their responsibility to diagnose the ailment, and pronouncing the sufferer clean or unclean. 
If the skin disease is healed, the patient must present himself again to the priest, who will declare him clean if the healing is total. The lives of many others depended upon accurate diagnoses. Leprosy was contagious and had to be kept from spreading. 
Therefore lepers had to live separately, in camps apart from the towns, They had to warn other people should they meet them on the road, shouting “Unclean, unclean!” The common good required the curtailment of individual liberty for medical reasons.
The God of the Christians has not remained safely up in His heaven. He has come down to earth to set the world aright, incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth. The Gospel tells us of Jesus’ desire to heal broken humanity: 

A leper came to Him, and kneeling down begged Him and said, “If you wish, you can make me clean.” Moved with pity, he stretched out His hand and touched him, and said to him, “I do will it. Be made clean!”
“And why did He touch him, since the Law forbade the touching of a leper? He touched him to show that “all things are clean to the clean.” Because the filth that is in one person does not adhere to others, nor does external uncleanness defile the clean of heart. So He touches him in his untouchability, that He might instruct us in humanity; that he might teach us that we should despise no-one, or abhor them or regard them as pitiable, because of some wound on their body or some blemish for which they might be called to render an account.” (Origen)

The Lord has shown us how to struggle with disease and sicknesses, so that in the fullness of time a greater redemption may come. He did not come to answer all our philosophical musings, but to share our sufferings and give us an example, that God can draw great good even out of evil.
The name of Blessed Damien of Molokai will be forever connected with ministry to lepers. A Sacred Heart priest from Belgium, Fr Damien Veuster, he went in 1873 to minister for three months each year to a leper colony at Kalaupapa, a segregated portion of the island of Molokai (Hawaii). 
Damien volunteered to lived among the lepers full time, restoring to them their dignity and caring for their needs. He won government aid for new housing, a church, school and orphanage. Eventually he himself contracted the disease and died in 1889, aged 49.  The testimony of his life stimulated medical research into Hansen’s disease, leading to a cure. 
The most widely used drug is dapsone, but the emergence of resistant strains has prompted the introduction of multidrug therapy, combining dapsone with rifampicin and clofazimine. Although the disease can be halted, effective treatment needs to be of long duration.  
The Englishman John Bradburne, who described himself as a Strange Vagabond for God, after a nomadic life settled in a leper colony, at Mutemwa in Zimbabwe. He dedicated himself to caring for the eighty very deformed residents, until his murder by Mugabe’s “freedom fighters” in 1979. His cause for beatification is under way.
The World Health Organization  reckons about 600,000 identified leprosy cases worldwide. 70% of these are in India, Indonesia, and Myanamar (Burma). Leprosy control also remains a challenge in Angola, Brazil, Central African Republic, Congo, Madagascar, Mozambique, Nepal, and Tanzania.
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