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At the age of 34, after living an independent adult life in Manhattan with work, friends, and post graduate writing classes in the hope becoming a writer, around about 1990, a man named Jake had to make the choice to come home and live with his parents.  He had been HIV positive for about five years, and had, for most of that time, managed to remain in reasonably good health.  Finally, though, Jake became too ill to live independently, and as a single man, he did not have anyone to care for him but his family of origin.  His loving, aging parents took him in with open arms and cared for him until he died in 1993. Their journey together, along with the rest of their family, was one of devastating stress and sorrow, as well as one of deep and abiding love and healing.  Along the way, they all learned something about what it meant to have an experience of being a medical outcast.

The leper who approached Jesus one day knew a great deal about being an outcast, for that is what the culture around him had made him.  He was considered ritually and socially unclean, and he was forbidden by religious law to pray and worship in the temple.  Anyone who touched him would also be considered unclean.  Generally—and, let’s face it, understandably—when a leper was near in that time, there was great fear and strong emotion in encountering the person and the illness.  The gospel narrative gives us to understand that Jesus, too, had a very strong reaction to the leper—but it sure was not a typical one.


Jesus’ reputation was growing.  By this time, according to Mark— that evangelist who writes with a such a great economy of words and the author of the earliest of the canonical Gospels— Jesus has been baptized, has sojourned into the wilderness and been tempted by Satan and waited on by angels, and he has moved about in Galilee, calling disciples, casting demons out from a man at synagogue and healing Peter’s mother-in-law in her home.   There is no realm, not one place, in which his presence is not powerful and memorable and healing.   Word about him was spreading like wild fire.  The leper had certainly heard of him, and approaches him, begging him, kneeling before him:  “If you choose, you can make me clean.”  


Boom.  Right here, there is a moment of great impact on Jesus.  The usual English translation describing Jesus’ reaction does not do it justice.  Our pulpit Bible says that Jesus was moved with “pity.”  But the million dollar Greek word here (splanchnizomai) is not so easily or unambiguously translated.   There are actually two possible renderings of this word, both very strong in describing emotion, but very different from one another.   One commentary puts it this way:  “Splanchnizomai  identifies a profoundly intense emotional response that viscerally propels one feeling compassion into action on behalf of others.” 
  In this understanding, Jesus is so absolutely, deeply moved that he must act right away, without regard for the risk involved.  This makes sense to us; it goes with our intuitive understanding of Jesus.

Boom again, though.  There is another possible interpretation.  The word can also refer to anger, as in “Moved by anger, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him.”  The “Today’s New International Version” translates it this way:  “Jesus was indignant.”  One way or the other, we see that Jesus’ reaction is not what you’d normally expect:  it’s not revulsion, fear, running away.  One way or the other, we see that Jesus’ reaction is to respond very robustly, in emotion, and in speech, and in action, in ways not characteristic of typical humans.  Moved either by the deepest possible compassion, or perhaps by indignant anger at the great injustice of this man’s suffering made deeper and wider by religiously sanctioned human rejection, Jesus proclaims:  “I do choose to heal you.”  He then does the unthinkable:  he touches, even caresses the leper (judging from the Greek 
), in the process violating religious law, smashing through social taboos, and he heals the man, making himself an outcast, too.


When we come across people who are considered outcasts, we have a choice in the moment of encounter.  There are not always easy answers in such moments.  Often, there are safety considerations.   One must pay attention to these.  God does not want us to be harmed, yet we are all called to reach across the divide to the outcast, according to our spiritual gifts.  While this might frighten, challenge, and alarm us, it also ought to comfort us, because who among us at one time or another has not or will not experience the feeling of being an outcast, or have a date with profound suffering?   We find in these bluntly worded stories from Mark that Jesus can be found in those places of human suffering, going about the work of healing.

When Jake’s parents took over his care, it didn’t take long for people to figure out what was going on.  Jake suffered bouts of pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, and developed those tell tale purple lesions caused by Kaposi’s Sarcoma.  He lost a great deal of weight and his parents became experts at administering medications and changing bandages that covered weeping KS lesions.   His parents noticed that not everyone in their circle of friends reacted as one would hope, but then there were Hal and Emma.  They had been friends with quiet, unassuming Hal and Emma for years.  Jake’s Dad and Hal had known each other since first grade, and they had all been friends forever.  Hal and Emma had known Jake all his life.  And even though they knew Jake had AIDS, they did not stop visiting.  They showed up, with baked goods, and friendly visits, and looked Jake and his parents in their eyes and had real conversations with them, week in and week out.   It has been almost twenty years since Jake died, but his parents still speak with reverent gratitude about the fact that Hal and Emma were the only ones of their friends that would include Jake in dinner invitations to their home.

Jake’s parents have never spoken of their hurt to other friends who were not so kind.  Jesus was a little more brassy in expressing his outrage concerning the leper’s exclusion from the temple.  Where our pulpit Bible says he “sternly warned” the leper before sending him away, the better translation is that Jesus was “snorting with indignation.”
  He sends the leper back to the priests who had likely previously rejected the leper’s request for ritual healing, to let them experience consternation over the healing that had taken place and had absolutely nothing to do with them.  


Boom.  If we follow Jesus, sometimes we just have to feel splanchnizomai.   You have to feel so moved by compassion, or so angry at injustice, that you are propelled over every divide to bring healing.  That has to be the essence of Christian community.  And, honestly, you never know when you might find yourself on the wrong side of the divide, wishing that someone would come along and BOOM, not be able to turn away from helping you.    Amen.

�  David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, editors, Feasting on the Word (Louisville, London Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 359, in an article on an exegetical perspective on this passage written by Gary W. Charles.


� Ibid., 358, in a companion article on theological perspective on the passage written by Ofelia Ortega.  


� Ibid., 361, Gary W. Charles.





