I am Nisha
Slide 1- I Am Nisha Title slide
Slide 2- Dictionary
Who are you? If all human beings were listed in a dictionary, what would your entry say? Those are pretty big questions, and there are lots of ways that one could answer them. Would you define yourself by who you are to people in your life? 
For example I am a daughter, a fiancée, a sister, a friend…[edit to add your own relationships] Or perhaps you feel that you can be defined by what you do in your life, or your passions- I am a fundraiser, an activist, a bookworm, a saxophonist, a chocolate enthusiast… [edit to add your own hobbies/roles] 
Or perhaps for some of us, it can be easy to feel like we can be defined by the mistakes we have made in our lives, by the times that we have fallen short of God’s plan for us. Perhaps one could describe oneself as a liar, a blasphemer, a coveter, someone who is greedy, judgemental, prideful. 
Now all of these things have been true of me at more than one point in my life- I am a broken human being who makes mistakes as we all do, but none of these descriptions truly define who I am as a person. All of these things may describe parts of my life, but none of them have the authority to name me. 
As you know, I represent The Leprosy Mission- an organisation that works to end leprosy- a disease that is so stigmatised that many people diagnosed with it are cast out of their communities. 
In many cultures around the world, leprosy is believed to be a curse, sent to punish people for their sins, in this life or as some believe in a past life. Leprosy is seen by many as a way to define someone as unclean, untouchable, unworthy. Leprosy stops being something a person has, and becomes who they are.
Slide 3- Nisha
I’d like to introduce you to one young person who was labelled by others with those very definitions. This is Nisha. She lives in India.
‘You can’t play with us! You’re unclean!’ Those are words that 12-year-old Nisha has had shouted at her throughout her childhood. Many of us are blessed enough to have had wonderful parents who supported and affirmed us throughout our childhood. Sadly, Nisha’s mum passed away when she was a baby. Then, her wonderful stepmum who had loved and cared for Nisha and her brother passed away last year due to an infected leprosy ulcer. 
While she cared for her stepmum, Nisha ignored a small patch on her face. Soon, the patches spread to her arms and legs. Her face swelled and her skin became really sore. Breathing became difficult. Her hands started to lose strength and felt weird and tingly. And then, people in her community found out that she had leprosy. Because her face was so swollen, whispers started in the village. When Nisha walked past neighbours, conversations stopped. 
Slide 4- Nisha at the water pump
One day at the village water pump she met two girls from school, girls she used to laugh with. But that day their words cut deep into her heart like a knife:
“You’re not clean,” they said sneering, “You shouldn’t be here. Come back when there’s no-one around.” 
It hurt so much. Not just the words, but what they meant. Nisha was no longer welcome. Not in school, not among her friends, not even at the well. In that moment, the world was telling her exactly who she was allowed to be. Her identity was taken away.
Nisha’s story is painful, and it raises a question for us: what does God do when people are defined, rejected, and pushed aside by others? To answer that, let’s turn to an encounter Jesus had with someone who was also known more for his labels than his name.
Slide 5- Outcast
Wealthy. Tax collector. Short. Sinner. These are all words that are used to describe Zacchaeus in our Bible reading this morning. In fact, in the passage, the people around him don’t call Zacchaeus by name, they just refer to him as ‘a sinner’, saying “[Jesus] has gone to be the guest of a sinner.” 
Now of course, I must make a distinction here- Zacchaeus was seen as a sinner by society because of the choices he made in his life. We know that as a tax collector, he cheated others out of money, and he had built up his self-worth on wealth. Nisha, on the other hand, has done nothing to deserve the labels placed on her by society. But to the outside world, they are treated the same - both called unclean and unworthy. In Biblical times, sin makes you unclean. And as I said earlier, in many cultures where leprosy is endemic, leprosy is seen as a curse sent to punish you for your sins. We know that of course this is not true, but it is a deeply held belief that is very difficult to dispel. 
Whether guilt is real or imagined, society is quick to decide who is ‘clean’ and who is not. But Jesus refuses to play that game. Jesus restores Zacchaeus’ identity with a single word: his name. He says “Zacchaeus, come down immediately”. When Jesus looks at Zacchaeus, he doesn’t see him as a tax collector, a wealthy man, a short man, or a sinner.  He sees Zacchaeus. 
Slide 6- Parent and children
And isn’t that how all parents should see their children? [edit to add your own experiences of unconditional love - perhaps from your own parents, or your own love for a child. Here is mine:] I know that my parents love me, and in preparing for this sermon, I sent a message to my family WhatsApp group: ‘mum, dad, why do you love me?’ My sister, wanting to make fun of me as she often does, said ‘because they have to’. And honestly, that’s not a bad answer! It’s their job as parents to love me unconditionally. In fact, my dad’s response was ‘it’s an unconditional thing … we will always love you no matter what’. No matter whether I’ve done anything to actually deserve their love, they love me because I am ‘insert name’. I am me.
And that is exactly what Zacchaeus experiences when he meets Jesus. When Jesus calls him by name, something extraordinary happens. Zacchaeus comes down from the tree, welcomes Jesus into his home, and his life is transformed. It’s important to notice the order of events here. Jesus doesn’t say to Zaccheaus, “Sort your life out, repay what you’ve taken, and then I’ll come to your house.” He doesn’t say, “Change first, and then you’ll be worthy of my presence.” Instead, Jesus says, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” Jesus comes close before Zacchaeus has changed anything at all. And it is that closeness, that unexpected grace, that changes everything.
This is the good news of the gospel: Jesus comes close to sinners not once they are fixed, but while they are still in the tree. Before repentance, before restitution, before transformation, there is relationship. Zacchaeus’ generosity doesn’t earn Jesus’ love; it flows from it. Grace comes first, and a changed life follows. 
Slide 7- dinner table
And Luke’s gospel doesn’t leave this grace as an abstract idea. He shows us what it looks like. Now, I don’t know about you, but if I’ve just met someone for the first time, I don’t usually invite myself over for dinner! There are a few people in my life who I do feel comfortable enough to do that with. But with most people, casual acquaintances, or those I don’t know well, I’d need to be invited. I couldn’t just turn up expecting to be fed! 
But Jesus doesn’t wait for an invite. In the ancient world, sharing a meal wasn’t casual. To eat with someone was to offer acceptance, intimacy, and belonging. It was to say, “I am willing to be seen with you. I am willing to share life with you.” 
And by doing so, Jesus risks his reputation. He aligns himself with someone the community has already judged and rejected. This shows us that God is not distant or theoretical. He doesn’t shout instructions from far away. He sits down. He breaks bread. 
This is why meals matter so much in the Gospels. Jesus eats with tax collectors and sinners, with friends and betrayers. And when Jesus later breaks bread and pours out wine at the Last Supper, he invites himself to a meal that has been shared by believers across the world for centuries. The God we worship is a God who draws close - close enough to eat with us, close enough to give himself to us.
Through Zacchaeus’s encounter with Jesus, his identity is restored, and generosity flows from that place of being seen and known. Zacchaeus says that he will give half of his possessions to the poor, and if he has cheated anyone, he will pay them back four times over. Jesus responds by saying, “Today salvation has come to this house.” Not because Zacchaeus had earned it, but because he had encountered the love of Christ. When Jesus reminds Zacchaeus who he truly is, his life changes.
Now let’s turn to another moment in the Gospel of Luke, where we see Jesus interacting with people who are pushed aside, this time not because of what they have done, but simply because of who they are.
Slide 8- Luke 18:15
In Luke chapter 18, people are bringing little children to Jesus so that he can bless them. But the disciples rebuke them. The children are seen as a nuisance. Too small. Too insignificant. Too distracting. Jesus’s time was precious, so the disciples tried to decide for him that the children were not worth his time, and the children are pushed away.
But Jesus is indignant. He says, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” He gathers them close and  blesses them. And in doing so, he sends a powerful message: you belong here. You matter. You are not a burden. You are not invisible. The kingdom of God is for you.
The wording that Jesus uses is so significant here. He doesn’t say “The kingdom will one day belong to these children.” He says, “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” Jesus doesn’t wait for these children to grow up, to prove themselves useful, or to have something to offer. They are not just important because they are the future, they are important right now; Jesus affirms that they are beloved, known, and cherished by God. Jesus doesn’t welcome children because they will one day matter, he welcomes them because they already do. The kingdom of God belongs to children like Nisha. 
When we hold these two stories together - the little children and Zaccheus - we see something beautiful about the heart of Christ. Jesus consistently moves towards those who are pushed away. He speaks names where others use labels. He restores dignity where the world has stripped it away.
Slide 9- I am Nisha
And that brings us back to Nisha, to a child the world tried to rename. Our Leprosy Sunday appeal this year is called I Am Nisha because that is the truth that God speaks over Nisha.  It is the truth that God speaks over each one of his children that are affected by leprosy today - that there is so much more to them than leprosy.
Thankfully, this is a truth that was shown to Nisha. After she was admitted to The Leprosy Mission’s Champa Hospital, Nisha was given the care that she needed. Kind doctors and nurses treated her with love and dignity, and after a few weeks in hospital, she returned home. Staff from the hospital are going to visit Nisha’s school to run a leprosy awareness day, and it is hoped that soon Nisha will be able to return to school. For Nisha, the future seems brighter than it did before.
But today, children with leprosy are still being pushed aside. Still labelled. Still excluded. Still told, in words or in actions, “You don’t belong.” Like Zacchaeus, they are reduced to a single label. Like the children brought to Jesus, they are told they are too much, too difficult, too inconvenient.
But Jesus’s words still apply today: “Let the little children come to me.” Those words are not only words of welcome, they are a call to action. To follow Jesus is to stand where he stands, to move towards those the world pushes away, and to help restore the dignity that has been taken from them.
Ending child leprosy reflects the very heart of Christ. It is about saying to children like Nisha: you are seen. You belong. You matter. You are not your disease. This is about more than medicine, although medicine is vital. It is about restoration. It is about identity. It is about joining in with the work of a God who calls his children by name.
We’re now going to watch a short film where we’ll hear more about Nisha’s story, and see the difference that treatment, compassion, and community can make. As you watch, I invite you to prayerfully consider this question: how might Jesus be calling you to respond?
Slide 10- video
Together, we can be the generation that ends child leprosy. How might God be calling you to be part of this?
Slide 11- Pray
Well firstly, I’d love to ask you to pray. Please pray for children affected by leprosy like Nisha. As beloved children known by name by our Heavenly Father, you can bring your sisters and brothers with leprosy to him and pray for restoration and hope for the future. 
Slide 12- regular giving
Or perhaps God is calling you to give today. If you sign up today to give a regular gift of £12 a month, by this time next year, you could have cured 6 children of leprosy. What an amazing gift to give- ensuring that 6 children like Nisha will have access to the medication they need to ensure that they can live a life free from leprosy. 
Slide 13- One off giving
If you don’t feel able to commit to a regular gift today, perhaps God is calling you to give a one off gift. As it said in the video,
£24 cures one person of leprosy
£125 funds life-changing reconstructive surgery
£690 pays for a year of vocational training for a child who has missed out on education and opportunities.
£10,000 screens 25,000 children for leprosy
I have my card machine with me, as well as gift aid envelopes, and any gift big or small will make such a huge difference for children affected by leprosy for so many years to come.
Slide 14- Thank you
Finally, I want to say thank you. Thank you for you love and compassion for children affected by leprosy, and for being part of God’s plan to end child leprosy.
Let us finish with a prayer.
Loving God,
Thank you that you are a God who sees us, who calls us by name, and who draws close to those the world pushes away. Thank you for Jesus, who welcomed the children, who restored the outcast, and who shows us what your love looks like in action. We pray for children like Nisha, that they would know healing, hope, and belonging. Stir our hearts to reflect your compassion, and help us to be part of your work of restoration in the world.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.
Suggested hymns:
· Good Good Father- Chris Tomlin
· Who you Say I Am- Hillsong Worship
· No Longer Slaves- Bethel
· Blessed Assurance 
· Be Thou my Vision
· How Deep the Father’s Love for Us
· Father God I Wonder how I Managed to Exist
Readings:
· Luke 18:15-17
· Luke 19:1-10
