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Mark 1:40-45

“Acquired Compassion”

Meditation for CRWRC AIDS Services

By Jim Dekker, pastor at Covenant CRC, St. Catharines, ON  
AIDS—Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. 

I know exactly what question surges like an angry tide in me when I hear about people with AIDS: “Well, just how did that person actually acquire AIDS?” 

I even know almost all the answers: 

· “He’s gay--and he lived the gay lifestyle.” 

· “She’s a druggie--and shared needles in back alleys and sleazy apartments.” 

· “Her husband worked in a mining or logging camp 600 kilometres from home and visited prostitutes where he picked it up—and he passed it on to her, though she should have known.” 

· “She’s a prostitute—and wasn’t careful doing her scandalous business. She passed it on to her husband, who’s her pimp anyway . . . and . . . and . . .” 

Yes, those are almost all the answers that have a thousand variations. But there are a couple of other answers too: 

· “He’s six years old--and he acquired it at birth.” 

· “She’s a 36 year old woman with a high school education, who lost her just-above-minimum-wage temporary supply job and whose husband lost his job [in Johannesburg or Jersey City or Jonquiere—it doesn’t really matter], because the mine or mill closed and they had no community or church except the street and that’s how she and he acquired it.” And both of those answers and more are the desperate truth. 

· “She is a young woman in Uganda, powerless to refuse the sexual demands of her 40 year-old husband--and after he dies of AIDS--that of his brothers.”

And then other questions surge like a sobering, contrary tide: 

· “Now that millions have acquired AIDS, what happens to their families, their villages, their cities, their nations? 

· What happens to their and our churches, because there are churches everywhere where there’s AIDS?” 

I don’t have a quick answer, but I do have a response that I will never forget and that I’ve only told about four people until now. I have donated blood and plasma for 35 years. About 14 years ago in Edmonton the director of the blood clinic called me to her office as I was preparing to give plasma, closed the door--and said, “Rev. Dekker, your last AIDS test came back positive.” I had no idea how I acquired that positive test. 

Six months and six blood tests later the same director told me, “You’re clean. We believe it was a false positive. You can donate plasma again.” She might as well have said, “You can breathe easily again”—because I hadn’t for six months. Even though I am a pastor, though I have been surrounded by birth by many lovely and compassionate acquired communities of Christians and churches, for six months I was almost alone with my false positive test for AIDS and it felt like a death sentence.  

One day not long after Jesus had spent 40 tempting days in the desert with the devil, Jesus was probably right near a synagogue—his church. He’d been doing the easy healing stuff up till that time: curing sicknesses, casting out demons. Then this very UNclean leper comes up to him, begging and trusting, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” 

Do you know what questions Jesus did NOT ask? “Just how did you acquire that leprosy? Somewhere you slept? Something you touched.” In fact, Jesus never asked a question. Mark tells us Jesus was “filled with compassion.” 

“Compassion” is a weak translation. It’s really a colourful, earthy, slightly unclean word in Mark’s popular Greek. It literally means that Jesus’ “bowels turned upside down.” Maybe you know the feeling. In English, “compassion” literally means “with pain,” but “cramps in your guts” sounds a lot more painful, a lot more like the Jesus I know. In fact it reminds me of the feeling I had for six months back in Edmonton 14 years ago. 

So with the cramp in his guts, Jesus reached out and touched the untouchable, unclean leper and just like that his mottled, rotting, maybe stinking skin, stumpy fingers, toes and nose were clean and whole, maybe a shiny brown from the Mediterranean sun. All because of Jesus hurting guts.

Then, of all things, the newly clean leper doesn’t even obey the fellow who healed him, but blabs all over the countryside about Jesus. I know for a fact that Jesus guts hurt a lot for three more years. 

I don’t think Jesus acquired his aching guts. I believe the instant the Spirit conceived Jesus in Mary’s womb that his guts started turning upside down. I know that Jesus hurt for lepers, the unclean, the suffering—no questions asked. 

I also don’t know that I want to acquire aching guts; I know that on my own I can’t stand much pain—my own or someone else’s. Then I remember that a little bit of gut-aching compassion 14 years ago would have done me a lot of good if I had dared to share my feared uncleanness, my terrifying false positive. 

I know too that Jesus not only could, but DID stand the pain in his guts for much more than three years. He did it once for all time and eternity one Friday afternoon, partly so that Christians can feel a bit of his pain, a bit of AIDS victims’ pain. So we can feel a generous, but necessary pain in the pocketbook; maybe a whimpering, sobbing pain in prayer with a person with AIDS who acquired it for reasons we don’t need to ask about or know. All so that our guts can acquire some pain from Jesus’ guts for those for whom he still aches today. 

