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Mark 1:40-45 

 

*** 

 

“Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, I do 

choose. Be made clean” (1:41). Jesus moves through the choreography of compassion, showing 

us how to feel, stretch, touch, and speak when we encounter another’s suffering. 

 

First, feeling. Can everyone say the word splagchnon? Go ahead: splagchnon. Yes, 

splagchnon. It’s a Greek word that means “intestines,” “gut,” “innards.” It’s one of those words 

that kind of sounds like what it is. It’s from splagchnon that the Greek verb, splagchnizomai, 

which the NRSV Bible translates “moved with pity” is derived. It means, literally, to be moved 

in and by the gut, and thus to have pity or compassion. Here, the Greek language is following a 

Hebrew insight, an insight shared by many cultures both ancient and modern: as human beings, 

our guts “talk” to us.  

 

Does your gut ever talk to you? You know what I mean! 

 

When we are nervous, or afraid, or angry, or shocked, our guts tell us. When we 

anticipate conflict, our guts tighten. We have “gut feelings.” When we have to make significant 

decisions, we “go with our gut.”  

 

Equally so, whenever we witness or hear about the pain of another, and a blunt, powerful 

sensation seizes us in the body, we have embarked on the road toward compassion. The twisting 

of the stomach is our signal that the work of compassion has begun. It is extremely important to 

notice and take seriously these bodily responses to the distress of others. There is so much pain 

out there in the world – no one person can be involved in reaching out and touching it all. 

Sometimes, there are things we feel like we should care about, but should-ing is not the 

beginning of compassion. Feeling is. The gut guides us to our portion of the humankind’s 

burden. When you see a forest felled or plastic in the water, a hungry child or a tent on the side 

of the road; when you see the havoc wreaked by fire or flood, or the tears of mother whose son 

has died, or the look of a man sentenced to life in prison – when you see such things and feel 

something knot up deep down in your stomach, that feeling is the seed of compassion, and, with 

proper attention and nurture, it will grow. 

 

Some of the things that move us might surprise us at first. We hadn’t expected to feel pity 

toward that neighbor, or stranger, or community, or ecosystem. If that happens, if your gut 

surprises you, don’t write off the feeling or get distracted from it. Remember, the Holy Spirit 

groans within us. So, hold your body’s groaning before God in prayer. Explore it. Talk to others 

about it. Since it came from the gut a naked feeling, the mind will take some time catching up 

and understanding it. If it’s fleeting, it will pass. But if it’s lasting, you may have just discovered 

the raw energy of your call. To have really registered the pain of another is the only thing that 

can sustain the work of compassion over the long haul. 



Anger, too, starts in the core – tight stomach, burning chest. Among the ancient 

manuscripts of Mark’s gospel which translators must sift through, there is debate about whether 

Jesus felt compassion or anger when the leper came to him asking for healing. Some manuscripts 

have splagchnizomai, as we’ve noted, but others have orgizo – to be angry. You’ll see signs of 

this debate if you survey different English translations. The New International Version, a popular 

contemporary translation, sides with the “anger manuscripts,” translating the beginning of this 

verse: “Jesus was indignant!”  

 

I think we can understand this debate. Anger and compassion are closely related. Often, 

compassion begins as anger. Confronted with another’s suffering, we fume: No one should have 

to go through this. Something here is terribly wrong. We are angry at our powerlessness, our 

vulnerability, our losses. We feel the injustice acutely in our bodies.  

 

We might say that compassion takes hold of anger and puts it to a productive use. 

Compassion refines part of the anger into empathy for the afflicted person, and aims part of the 

anger at the conditions and causes of the suffering. We see this in our passage. “The leper” who 

comes to Jesus in verse 40, by verse 42, has been distinguished from and cured of his “leprosy.” 

He is a man again.  

 

Dealing with anger requires special discernment. We must learn whether our anger has a 

productive future in the work of compassion, or if it should be channeled elsewhere, perhaps the 

work of prophetic advocacy, or if it is merely a thrashing about, caused by our own undealt-with 

wounds. But anger should never be avoided or written off simply for being anger. It can lead us 

to compassion, and all true compassion contains a trace of it. 

 

After harnessing the gut feeling, compassion stretches. Jesus “stretched out his hand.” 

Stretching implies personal effort, the work it takes to move closer to the sufferer and express the 

core feeling. In my experience, there are two dimensions to this stretching – we stretch our 

bodies, and we stretch our imaginations. For the body, stretching means literally increasing one’s 

proximity to the pain. Walk that neighborhood, visit that person, go to the hospital, approach that 

city of tents. Stretching with the imagination means taking time to place ourselves mentally in 

the other person’s shoes – to take stock of all that they might be feeling, all the things they might 

be facing, all the issues and obstacles. Art and research can both assist this mental reaching. 

 

Let’s say that you have felt a deep, inner stirring to serve the incarcerated. Bodily 

stretching would look like going to a volunteer training, starting to participate in programming 

and ministry at the prison, writing letters, visiting individuals, and other various ways of entering 

into relationships with men or women on the inside. Imaginative stretching could mean learning 

about the history of prisons, current prison legislation and policy, or the challenges faced upon 

release. Most important, it’ll mean listening to the personal stories of those who navigate and 

endure he daily realities of prison life. 

 

Stretching is what transforms us. It takes time and effort; it changes our habits and our 

community. Who we are starts to conform to that original gut feeling. We are made new. 

Because it asks us to act on what we feel, stretching can be the scariest stage of compassion. We 

don’t know where the involvement will take us, or how much of us it will require. 



Stretching, of course, leads to touch – to contact. Contact is where those intentional 

responses to gut feeling truly become compassion. Think of the word itself: compassion. Com, 

with; pati, suffer. Compassion is co-suffering. It is sharing in the experiences of the sufferer. It is 

loving from the inside out. The New Testament book of Hebrews expresses it this way: 

“Remember those who are in prison, as though you were in prison with them” (Heb. 13:3). 

 

Jesus touches the leper. Before the leper is ever healed, Jesus touches him and takes on 

his condition. In a way, Jesus becomes a leper. He becomes unclean according to the Mosaic law. 

His own life is transformed. After Jesus touches the leper, he can no longer enter any of the 

towns openly. He has to stay out in the deserted places – just like the leper whose disease had 

alienated him from civilized life.  

 

Even so, the touch is powerful. It is part of the healing process. Jesus’ hand lets the leper 

know that he is not alone, that he has not been abandoned to his suffering and enforced solitude. 

When you truly ache with someone, when you have stretched in their direction to the point of 

making contact, then you have joined them on the underside of their oppression, on the inside of 

their affliction. Contact means that much of the otherness between the two parties has started 

falling away. 

 

Finally, what has been accomplished bodily now, and only now, blossoms into powerful, 

healing speech. Having felt and stretched and touched, Jesus “said to him, I do choose. Be made 

clean.” The power and efficacy of such words is grounded in the com-passion, the co-suffering 

of the Healer. Words have toppled empires, but only because those who spoke them stood side 

by side with the suffering. Words tell new stories: they shape minds, they direct energy, they 

sway hearts, they author legislation – but they are lasting only insofar as they have been spoken 

by a trustworthy sufferer. Jesus’ words sealed the commitment of his whole person toward the 

leper, and they contained the power to heal. Jesus only speaks into being things that he has 

already thrown his whole destiny behind. “The Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 

1:14). Bleeding and dying on the cross, a crucified criminal between crucified criminals, he was 

able to say “Today, you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:42).  

 

You and I, we are all the leper. In the beginning, we come to Jesus in distress, kneeling, 

begging him, “If you choose, you can…” And God does choose. God has already chosen. God 

burns with anger toward our oppression, God is overcome with concern for our need, God shakes 

with the agony with our sufferings, God groans with love for us. And so God stretches, stretches, 

stretches – from unseen Mystery into visible flesh, stretches from eternity into time, from 

almighty power into vulnerable weakness; stretches, stretches, stretches into gut and heart and 

lungs, out through a raised arm and open hand. God makes contact with each of us and says: 

 

“Me too. I am here with you. I am the leper, the widow, the fatherless, the criminal, the 

hungry, the thirsty, the sick, the dying, the invisible. And I choose, here, from the inside 

out, to make you clean, to do whatever it takes to make you whole!” 

 

God is the compassionate, the Merciful – a feeling, reaching, touching, speaking God. We serve 

a God who, in Jesus Christ, suffers with us, even unto physical death and the utmost spiritual 

abandonment: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (Ps. 22:1; Mark 15:34)?  



As recipients of God’s compassion and salvation, we proclaim openly what Christ has 

done for us. We have been given “the mind of Christ;” we are “the Body of Christ;” we possess 

“the groaning Spirit.” Jesus has told us, “Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19). “If you forgive 

anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven” (John 

20:23). “Just as you did it to one of the least of these…you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). We have 

the power to feel as God has felt, to stretch as God has stretched, to touch as God has touched. 

 

So, friends, let your guts speak and lead you toward others. Stretch your bodies, your 

minds, your precious time – and be transformed. Make contact; join others where they are and as 

they are. Then speak. Speak the words that all people desire to hear: 

 

“I do choose. I do choose.”  

 

Oh, how different the world would be, if we did so choose…  

 

In the name of God our Creator, God our Redeemer, and God our Sustainer. Amen. 


