Essential Examples of Empathy #1

“A Healing Touch”

Mark 1:40-42

This morning I introduced a new theme for our sermons for the month of February: “Sharpening the Skill of Empathy.” This may come as a surprise to those who view empathy as an emotion that comes and goes, something one has or doesn't have. How can you equate an emotion with a skill? How can you improve a feeling?

It is true that the term “empathy” came into English from the German Einfühlung, literally meaning “feeling into.”
 That sounds like an emotion. But empathy is more. Empathy is the intentional intellectual identification of the thoughts, feelings, or state of another person. That is not merely something we feel; it is something we choose to do. Empathy is described this way: “It is as though we are in the driver’s seat of the other person and feeling and sensing with him. It is viewing the situation through his eyes, feeling as he feels.”
 Another defines empathy as “discerning the other person’s experience and interpretation from their vantage point.”

“Empathy" sounds like “sympathy” but these are different concepts. Empathy is defined as the “ability to understand and share the feelings of another.” This differs from sympathy, defined as “feelings of pity and sorrow for someone else’s misfortune.” Empathy is a much more comforting approach in relating to another person’s situation.

Pity differs from empathy in that it designates a desire to see someone better off, but generally it does not entail entering into the subjective experience of another, and it frequently involves an attitude of condescension.
 It’s more important to try to understand the other person (empathy) than to feel sad or sorry for them (sympathy).

During our morning sermons we will look at the definition, demonstration, development, and dilemma of empathy. I would encourage you to avail yourself to these message in text, audio, or video formats online. Our evening messages will likewise focus on this subject, but we will be focusing on “Essential Examples of Empathy" from the life of Jesus. Tonight we will consider an event recorded in Mark 1:40-42.

A man with leprosy came to him and begged Him on his knees, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out His hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured. 

From this passage I want to consider the horrible condition of the leper, the holy compassion of the Lord, and the healing contact of the Lord. I believe we can learn principles that can be put into practice in our lives.

The Horrible Condition of the Leper

Let’s begin with the horrible condition of the leper. Among first-century Jews, a single word could clear a room—the word “unclean.” The Law of Moses required all those afflicted with leprosy to announce themselves by shouting, “Unclean! Unclean!” so others could protect themselves from infection. They were to live alone outside and keep themselves separated from the healthy population to prevent the spread of disease.

The word translated “leprosy” in the Old Testament is tsaraath. This term describes a fairly large range of chronic or malignant skin infections, spelled out in Leviticus 13–14. The Greek translation, which Mark uses here, is lepros, which means “scaly” or “scabby” and also describes various skin infections.

In those days, leprosy was not simply a sickness; it was a sentence, in order to protect the health of the community from a dreaded contagion. Lepers were victims of far more than the disease itself. The sickness robbed them of their health, and the sentence imposed on them as a consequence robbed them of their name, occupation, habits, family and fellowship, and worshiping community.

When you read the tests for leprosy described in Leviticus 13, you can see how the disease is a picture of sin. Like sin, leprosy is deeper than the skin (Lev. 13:3); it spreads (Lev. 13:5–8); it defiles and isolates (Lev. 13:44–46); and it renders things fit only for the fire (Lev. 13:47–59). Anyone who has never trusted the Saviour is spiritually in worse shape than this man was physically.

Perhaps this is why all the way through Scripture, leprosy is never “healed” or “cured,” but rather “cleansed.” It should come as no surprise, then, that ancient cultures regarded leprosy as God’s affliction for sin (which cannot be healed, only cleansed.) Many believed that lepers deserved their dreaded disease because of their sin. Therefore, you can imagine the tension Mark’s first-century readers must have felt when the Lord encountered a leper face-to-face somewhere in Galilee.

This encounter was altogether different, though. Instead of shouting, “Unclean! Unclean!” as the Law dictated, this leper came toward Jesus, asking to be cleansed. This was not only socially awkward; it was illegal! One rabbinic tradition sentences lepers to forty lashes for entering precincts forbidden to them.
 He was taking a big risk approaching Jesus like this!
Yet contained within the leper’s plea are the beginnings of faith that Jesus can save him. His faith is revealed by the fact that he does not question Jesus’ ability to save him, only His willingness to save him. The leper’s longing is profoundly human, for it is not God’s ability that we doubt, but only His willingness—if He will do what we ask.
 Lest anyone claim this shows a lack of faith, James 4:15 says, “You ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’” It is always His will we should seek.
The Holy Compassion of the Lord

Next we see the holy compassion of the Lord. “Filled with compassion…” verse 41 begins. Other English translations use the words “pity” or “sympathy.” The Greek verb used here is splanchnizomai, deriving from the term for “guts” or “inward parts.” It describes the kind of empathy that rises from somewhere deep inside the human body. Jesus experienced intense compassion for the leper’s suffering.

This word denotes an emotion that is felt physically. Literally, splagchnizomai means, “to be moved in one’s bowels.” The Greeks regarded the bowels as the seat of violent passion such as anger and love; the Jews regarded them as the center of the more tender affections, especially kindness and pity. The “bowels” were for them what we mean by “the heart.” When Jesus was confronted with human need, the Gospels say that He was moved in his bowels, as we might say, “His heart went out to these people” or “they broke His heart,” that is, He had compassion on them.

The niv describes Jesus as “filled with compassion.” What the niv does not note is that a very old and important manuscript (D) reads “filled with anger.” In this context and coming from Jesus, anger initially seems wrong. That may argue for its originality, however, since copyists tended to change difficult readings into more acceptable ones. Moreover, the fact that both Matthew 8:3 and Luke 5:13 omit the word in their retelling of the story is more explainable if the original word were “anger” than if it were “compassion.” Anger may not be as offensive as it first appears if one recalls that in Judges 10:16. “[God] became indignant over the misery of Israel” (RSV), much as Jesus does here. If “anger” was the original reading, it must clearly mean that Jesus was indignant at the misery of the leper, for Jesus willingly healed him. As though the leprosy were dispelled by holy wrath, Mark declares, “Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured.”
 Jesus may be expressing the anger of God toward the ravages of the disease, similar to His reaction to the death of Lazarus in John 11:33–38.

In no way am I suggesting that Jesus did or even felt anything out of line here. Whether Mark originally wrote that Jesus was “indignant” or “moved with compassion” we may never know for sure, but Matthew and Luke both record the holy compassion of Christ in their recounting of this event.

This is a good place, though, to interject a word of warning. It is possible for us to get so emotionally involved in the other person’s woes that we lose perspective. This can often take the form of anger. As we listed to someone relate their pain and suffering, we may feel angry—angry at the person, if the suffering is a result of their own doing; angry at other people who are causing the suffering; even angry at God for allowing the person to suffer. At that point we are no longer able to help as much as we might otherwise. Some call this becoming “enmeshed” in the emotions of the other person. Thus, as impersonal as it sounds, while you need empathy as a Christian, you also need to maintain a healthy measure of detachment.

The Healing Contact of the Lord

Returning to our text in Mark 1, we conclude by seeing the healing contact of the Lord. Mark records in verse 41, “Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out His hand and touched the man. ‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be clean!’”
This is where emotion turned into action, where sympathy (if that’s the right word here) transforms into empathy. The feelings Jesus experienced prompted Him to do what no one did, least of all a man of God: He reached out and actually touched the leper… before he was cleansed. Still disfigured. The man was thoroughly unclean—yet Jesus touched him. Far from being repulsed, Jesus reached out.

This response of Jesus is no less scandalous than the leper’s audacity in approaching the Lord. In the face of such an intrusion, one would expect an observant Jew to recoil in protection and defense. But with Jesus compassion replaces contempt. Rather than turning from the leper, Jesus turns to him; indeed, he touches him, bringing Himself into full contact with physical and ritual untouchability. The outstretched arm of Jesus is a long reach for His day…for any day. It removes the social, physical, and spiritual separations prescribed by the Torah and custom alike. The touch of Jesus speaks more loudly than His words; and the words of Jesus touch the leper more deeply than any act of human love. Jesus is not only able but willing: “‘I am willing,’” He says, “‘be clean.’” Unlike an ordinary rabbi, Jesus is not polluted by the leper’s disease; rather, the leper is cleansed and healed by Jesus’ contagious holiness.

Beyond the physical healing, there is something emotional and even spiritual in this healing contact. No doubt this was the first loving touch this leper had felt in a long time.
 Never underestimate the power of an empathetic touch.

One commentator notes,

Wherever the compassionate Christ and the yearning sinner meet, there then comes instantaneous and complete cleansing. In the antiseptic cleanliness of modern hospitals, we lose sight of the wonder of the parable of Jesus in all his purity stooping to touch the ugliness and stench of our sin to bring healing and forgiveness. In the ancient world, the attitude towards leprosy was not unlike the popular attitude to suspected sufferers from AIDS today. To the pious Jew, conscious of the ritual uncleanness of the leper, the wonder became even more staggering: Jesus was willing to incur defilement (as they saw it), so that the defiled leper might be made clean. The whole of the gospel is here in a nutshell: Christ redeems us from the curse by becoming under a curse for our sake.

“That’s all well and good,” you may be thinking, “but Jesus was God. He could do something about the leper’s problem. How am I supposed to ‘be like Jesus’ when I don’t have His divine power and prerogative at my disposal?”

That is an excellent question.

What can we learn from this event that can be applied in the exercise of empathy ourselves?

First, empathy embraces those who others exclude. Whether a person is suffering from a physical disease (like this leper), a mental or emotional illness, or a spiritual sin that repulses everyone else (including most Christians), we can be like Jesus when we give them our time, attention, energy, and concern. Don’t worry about what other people say about them—or you. 

Second, empathy keeps emotions in check. Our first reaction to a person and their condition may be disgust, fear, or even anger. We may be angry at the person for their role in their mess, or at others who are afflicting them, or even at God for allowing the suffering to take place. True empathy can enter into one’s suffering without losing control of our own emotions. We identify with their suffering, but their suffering does not become ours. A healthy detachment is necessary.

Third, empathy reaches out to touch the suffering. Jesus was not concerned that He might contract leprosy. Naturally defilement is contagious whereas purity is not. But when it comes to human suffering, we need to focus more on the good we can do than on the bad that might happen to us or our reputation. Of course, we need to exercise wisdom and discretion in this matter, but when we opt for “safety” at the expense of another’s suffering, we are not being like Jesus at all.

And isn’t that our goal—to be like Jesus?

�Jacqueline E. Miles, “Empathy,” in Joel B. Green, ed., Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, ©2011).


�H. Norman Wright, The Complete Guide to Crisis & Trauma Counseling (Ventura, CA: Regal, ©2011).


�Jonathan Worthington, “Navigating Empathy,” Themelios 46, no. 3 (2021): 503–521.


�Tony Evans, Stronger Together, Weaker Apart (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, ©2020).


�Miles, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Mark, Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary (Tyndale House Publishers, ©2018).


�Ibid.


�James R. Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, EN: Wm. B. Eerdmans; Apollos, ©2002).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Diligent (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1987).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�David E. Garland, Mark, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1996).


�Edwards, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�D. J. Williams, “Mercy,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green and Scot McKnight (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�Edwards, op. cit.


�Garland, op. cit.


�Jay Kesler, Being Holy, Being Human: Dealing with the Expectations of Ministry, The Leadership Library (Carol Stream, IL; Waco, TX: Christianity Today, Inc.; Word Books, ©1988).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Edwards, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�R. Alan Cole, Mark: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1989).





PAGE  
5

