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Jesus and Purity System 1n Mark's .Gospel : A 
Leper (Mk. 1 : 40-45) 

Sam P. Mathew* 

Since the audience of Jesus was mainly Jewish, a proper understanding of the main elements 
of first century CE Palestinian Judaism is crucial for our interpretation ofthe life and ministry 
of Jesus. All the gospels testifY that d4ring his ministry Jesus came into contact with many 
people who were adver!1ely affected by the purity regulations of Judaism. The real significance 
of much of the words and deeds of Je.s,us cannot be grasped without a proper analysis of the 
purity system of Judaism, which was strongly supported by the two pillars of Judaism, viz. the 
Law and the Temple. The aim of thii/paper is to examine the attitude of Jesus to a leper in 
Mark's Gospel (Mk. 1 : 40-45), with J·view to arrive at his reaction to the purity system. The 
passage i_s_interpreted, givin~ due ~on~ideration to th~ purity system of Judais~ in general and 
the conditiOn of the lepers m parttcul~r. The study IS done on Markan redactwnallevel and 
does not intend to go to the deeper hist9rical Jesus level. No attempt is made to deal with all 
the passages that refer to purity regulations. This case study involving a leper is illustrative and 
representative rather than exhaustive of Jesus' reaction to purity laws and those who controlled 
them. 

I Purity System of First Century Judaism1 

Purity is an integral part of Israel's total religious system. In the Hebrew scriptures the idea of 
purity and impurity is based on the Temple and cultic matters because biblical uses of purity 
and impurity occur chiefly in priestly documents. Sanders points out that purity laws were 
primarily concerned with the Temple because they regulate "what must be done after contracting 
impurity in order to enter the temple."2 The substance of.purity laws is pertinent to ordinary 
cultic affairs. 

Purity refers to the cultural system and to the organising principle of a group. "It provides 
a map or series of maps which diagram the group's cultural system and locate a place for 
everything and everything in its place."3 Neyrey provides Jewish 'purity maps' for things, 
places, persons and times. Rabbinic Judaism classified and ranked the people oflsrael in the 
following order of holiness: 1. Priests; 2. Levites; 3. Israelites; 4. Converts; 5. Freed slaves; 6. 
Disqualified priests (illegitimate children ofpriests); 7. Netins (Temple.slaves); 8. Mamzers 
(bastards); 9. Eunuchs; 10. Those with damaged testicles; 11. Those without a penis;4 M. 

* Dr. Sam P. Mathew is Associate Professor, New Testament, Gurukul Theological College and Research Institute, 
Chennai 
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Kelim speaks of degrees .of pollution derived from contact with things. According to this, the 
impurity contracted from a dead thing is exceeded by that from a menstruant, which is excee:ded 
by. bodily issues such as semen, urine, spittle and so on. 

The· appropriate strategy called for in this type of world is avoidance of contact with what 
is either too holy or marginal or unclean; there are reinforcements of boundaries and purity 
concerns. People who ~ontinually have contact with sinners, lepers, blind, lame, menstruants,. 
corpses and the like are seen as spuming the map of people. All those who disrespect the· map 
of persons, place~, things or times would .be judged in some way as rejecting the system and 
would be rated as· unclean and thereby they would become a source ofpollution to others.5 

The purity system became the guiding principle in the division of the Jewish society into. 
classes. Ftissel notes that the purity system always strengthened the class system. It is easily 
recognisable that the 'pure Jews' always belonged to the rich class.6 The strictness regarding 
ritual purity and pollution, the difficulty in complying with it, the danger of transferring ritual 
purity from .one person to another, and the profusion of the purity laws marginalised the masses 

·. and stratified the society economically and socially.7 This led to the ranking of the rich above 
the poor, the clergy above the laity, the urban dwellers above the rural·peasantry, men above 
women, married above unmarried, healthy above the ill, andconformists above deviants.8 

For ordinary people the major hindrances to religious conformity to the demands ofthti · 
purity system were economic. The daiiy life situations of the peasants continually exposed 
them to contagion, and most of them could not afford to spend their time or money or goods on 
ritual cleansing processes. 9 Since the purity laws played an important role in the society, several 
groups competed to control. the purity system. The Pharisees interpolated their oral tradition 
into the purity laws and liberalised it in order to facilitate observance of these laws by the 
masses. The Sadducees refused to recognise the legitimacy of the oral tradition of the Pharisees 
b!lcause it threatened their control over the purity system. · 

The purity system established and controlled the social identity, social classifications 
and social boundaries of the Jewish people. The purity system. was centralised within the 
framework of the cult because of the centrality of the Temple in the Israelite conception of the 
cosmos. 10 The Temple establishment and the priests benefited economically from the purity 
system since the removal of impurity and the forgiveness of the ·sins committed through the 
violation of purity laws often accompanied an offering to the Temple. 11 The rich and the powerful 
always interpreted the purity laws to their advantage. Thus the purity system became instrumental 
in oppressing the poor and marginalising the people. 

II The Condition of Lepers 
·In the New Testament the Greek term lepra ("leprosy") is derived from the Hebrew word ~a 
ra 'at, which refers to human skin diseases and not simply limited to leprosy as it is understood 
today. 12 Often the Old Testament considers ~iira'at as God's punishment for sinful actions 
(e.g., Gehazi in 2 Kings 5, Uzziah in 2 Chr. 26: 16-21). It has been pointed out that ~iira'at 

is treated as impure because of its connection with death (cf. Num. 12: 12 and Job 18 : 13). 
Later Jewish tradition considered this disease as living death and heilling ofleprosy as equivalent 
to being raised from the dead.13 Specific rules are given.in Lev. 13-14 to control the condition 
o,f leprosy. Those persons and things suffering froiD ~lira 'at are capable of polluting not only 
holy items but also profane persons and objects. It was believe.d that even persons or things 
suspected ofthe disease could pollute (Lev. 13:6, 34). Therefore persons and things diagnosed 
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or suspected of the disease need to be kept separate from the holy as well as profane spheres. 
They are to be restricted in or excluded from the area of human habitation or be destroyed 
(Lev. 13 :46; Num. 5:2-3; 12: 14-15). Using social-anthropological approaches, Mary Douglas 
points out that what is considered impure is largely that which is irregular or out of place. Skin 
diseases are treated as abnormal and shunned because they do not fit with the norm of whole, 
healthy skin. She further argues that purity rules pertaining to the 'human body reflect the 
society's larger concern for its social borders. 14 Pilch, basing on Douglas' study, maintains 
that since 1ara'at condition affects the surface of persons and ~ings, the laws pertaining to 
leprosy indicate tlle concern for the control of social boundaries. 15 

In order to readmit persons recovered from this disease to full communal and spiritual 
life, purification rites are prescribed. This involves three stages : i) bird blood and water are 
sprinkled on the healed person by means of a live bird, cedar wood, crimson material and 
hyssop; ii) the person bathes, launders and shaves at the beginning and end of a seven day 
intermediate period; iii) the person brings sacrifices, and blood and oil are paced on the ear, 
thumb and toe of the healed person (Lev. 14: 1-32). Thus those who suffered this disease had 
to spend money to come back to the mainstream. · 

The purity system of Judaism not only socially ostracised those persons who are labelled 
as lepers, leading to their impoverishment, but also required them to pay to the Temple and the 
priesthood in order to come back to normal' social life. Religiously they led a miserable life 
because their disease was considered lj.s punishment for their sin. Psychologically their condition 
was totally hopeless because lepn:>sy was treated as I iving death and healing was almost an 
impossibility. Thus those persons who were considered lepers were oppressed socially, 
religiously, economically and psychfJogically. 

Ill Jesus and a Leper (Mk. 1:404?)16 

The narrative context of this pericope' has already been noted. Mk. 1:40-45 functions in two 
ways: i) It serves as the climax ofthe section 1:21-45, where Jesus begins with beatings and 

. exorcisms, causing him to withdraw from the crowds (1:35-36) and ends with his interaction 
with a leper, resulting in widespread popularity that he had to avoid all towns for less populated 
places; ii) It provides a transition and introduction for the conflict section in Mk. 2:1-3:6. The 
main theme of this peri cope, viz. ~esus' conflict with purity laws and their advocates, and 
Jesus' inability to enter any town publicly (1 :45) set the stage for the. conflict narratives in 
Mk.2:1-3:6.'7 

There are variant readings for the reaction of Jesus to the leper's request, "If you will, 
you can make me clean." While ABC and the bulk of the MSS read splagchunistheis ('being 
moved with compassion'), only D, a few Old Latin MSS and Ephraem read orgistheis ('being 
angry'). Most of the translations have the first reading following the UBS Greek New Testament. 
In all the four editions of the UBS NT the reading splagchunistheis is preferred mainly because 
of the number ofMSS support and it is explained that orgistheis could have come into the text 
because of a scribe's c~:mfusihg the Aramaic words. 18 It seems quite possible that the scribes of 
Mark expunged this reference to the humanity of Jesus, like Matthew's omission of Mark's 
characteristic references to the humanity ofJesus (e.g., see parallels to Mk. 1:43; 3:5, 20-21; 
6:5-6; 8:12; 10:12, 21; 14:33) The reading orgistheis seems to be more probable because of 
the following_reasons. Firstly, this fits well not only with Mk. 3:5 and 10:14 where Jesus' anger 
and indignation are recorded by Mark but also with Mark's picture of Jesus.19 Secondly, it is 
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more likely that the reading orgistheis would have been changed to splagchunistheis because 
it is unlikely that human emotions such as anger would have been added by the scribes to a text 
which originally read sp/agchunistheis which would have seemed to them perfectly 
appropriate.20 Thirdly, this reading makes embrimesamenos (v. 43) and the negative reading 
of eis marturion autois (v. 44) more intelligible. Significantly, bothMt. and Lk. replace orgistheis 
with sp/agchunistheis (Mt. 8: 1-4~ Lk. 5: 12-16), like some scribes of Mark have done, and 
toned down the anger of Jesus at the purity system.21 "Jesus is moved to anger by the religious 
hypocrisy which declares this person unclean, but cannot heal him. "22 Thus the first reaction 
of Jesus to the purity regulations that made a person socially ostracised is anger. 

It is through the leper that Jesus healed him (vv. 41, 42). Mark makes no mention of the 
impurity which had been imparted io him by his touch or of his removing that impurity. 23 As 
we have aiready seen, according to the Old Testament, lepers were separated from the 
community. Neither did the leper call•out "unclean" nor was it a problem for Jesus. The law 
regarding leprosy is completely left out in the narrative.24 However, seen froni the background 
of the first century Jewish purity system, Jesus is evidently crossing the lines of purity by 
touching the leper. As Belo says, the symbolic order determined by the purity laws is subverted 
by Jesus' touching the leper because the touch did not make Jesus uncle!Ul but the unclean 
leper clean.25 The cultically impure come to Jesus and they are made pure by his "offensive 
purity," which spreads purity and turns impurity into purity.26 Jesus' touching the leper was a 
challenge to the existing tradition that leprosy is contagious. 

This peri cope emphasises not the healing but the cultic purification of the leper. It has 
been held that this peri cope stressed healing of a leper as a messianic action of Jesus since the 
Jews expected the removal of leprosy in the Messianic times. Mt. 11:5 & par. and Mt 10:8 are 
cited to support this.27 But these verses in Mt. refer to "cleansing lepers." It appears that the 
messianic action in this pericope is cultic purification. This is supported by the terms used in 
this peri cope. The verb used for cleansing kathariso is mentioned thrice here (vv. 40, 41, 42) 
and the noun katharismos once (v. 44). The focus is on making and declaring clean, although 
healing ('the leprosy left him') and cleansing ('and he was cleansed') are distinguished in v. 
42.28 The Mosaic law made no provision for curing leprosy but only for the return to cultic 
purity after the leprosy had been healed by a physician. Only a priest is authorised to declare a 
healed leper clean after examining him/her, and the purification required sacrifices from the 
healed person (Lev. 13-14; M. Neg. 3:1).29 Following J. Weiss, C. H. Cave argues that. 
katharitsein meant not 'to cleanse' but to declare clean' in the Levitical sense. When Jesus 
cleansed the leper, he seems to be disregarding the Torah and assuming priestly prerogatives. 30 

By assigning both healing and pronouncing the cleansing to Jesus, Mark presents Jesus as the . 
priestly servant of God•apart from the Temple and its lineage. This provides a glaring contrast 
to the priests oftheTemple, and Jesus' priestly action shows a radical break with the Mosaic 
laws.31 · 

The word embrimesamenos in v. 43 has caused problems for those who prefer the reading 
splagchnistheis in v. 41 and interpret v. 44 as showing Jesus • respect for the law. Kee claims to 
solve the confusion and awkwardness of this word by suggesting that the word is another way 
of rendering the technical Semitic term for exorcising the demons, g 'r, and what is thrown out 
in v. 43 is not the leper but the demon. This suggestion is far from convincing because of the 
lack of evidences for the use of this term for casting out demons. 32 Cave observes th~t in the 
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Septuagint the verb embrimaomai is used in the sense as orgisesthai or in association with 
orge.33 Intense emotion is involved in all the three occasions (Mk. 1:43; Jn. 11:33, 38) in 
which this word is applied to Jesus. The word conveys the meaning of strong feeling which 
boils over and finds expression. 34 It conveys the sense, "he stumbled over words, the loud and 
harsh tone of his voice indicating agitation" and the closest to its meaning~ is "he roared at 
them". 35 Mk. 1 :43 is considered as redactional not only due to the presehce of embrimesamenos 
but also due to the use of ekballein and euthus.36 The omission of embrimesamenos in the 
accounts ofMt. (8: 1-4) and Lk. (5: 12-16) further confirm the emphasis in Mark on Jesus' 
furious reaction to the purity regulations and those who control them. 

Jesus' command in v. 44 to the healed man to offer according to the Mosaic law for his 
purification has been understood by most scholars as Jesus' recognition or respect for purity 
laws ofJudaismY Taylor's commentthat the instruction ofJ esus " ... illustrates the recognition 
by Jesus of the validity of the Mosaic law (Lev. 13:49) in cases where moral issues are not at 
stake," is typical of many commentators. 38 This interpretation can neither explain the anger of 
Jesus (vv. 41, 43) nor fit the wider context of Jesus' ministry, where we have overwhelming 
evidence to show that Jesus disapproved and disregarded the purity laws of Judaism in his 
words and deeds. 39 Moreover, as Gaston has observed, since the leper is not only healed but 
also cleansed, the prescribed sacrifice~. no longer make any sense. 40 Then, how do we account 
fot Jesus' command to go to the priest ~nd offer sacrifice? The key to the interpretation of this 
verse is the translation of the phrase, eis marturion autois (v. 44). Strathmann has shown 
convincingly that this phrase means:.'witness against them' because when the phrase eis 
marturion is used with the dative oft~e person for whom the witness is significant, it has the 
sense of witness against him.41 This ~se of autois is well within the operative range of the 
dative case. 42 Furthermore, the fact tJ1Iat in Mk. 6: 11 and 13:9 eis marturion auto is is used as a 
technical phrase for testimony before hostile audiences suggests that the offering was intended 
as a witness against the entire purity system controlled by the priests.43 

Ifv. 41 and 43 indicate that Jesus was angry, then what is it that made him angry? Scholars 
who accept that Jesus was angry and agitated in this pericope differ in their views regarding 
the cause of the anger. Some interpret the anger in v. 43 as ritual agitation by the miracle 
worker (e.g., 3:5; 7:34; 8:2).44 As Guelich points out, this is unlikely because of the lack of 
uniformity of expressions, and none. of the examples in the NT convey the sense that Jesus was 
taken over by a power that vents itself in various ways. 45 Others understood the anger as due to 
the disease of leprosy, which represented a distortion of God's creation by the forces of evil. 46 

Some others explain Jesus' anger as "a righteous anger" that recognises the work of the Evil 
one in the sickY Thus most of the interpreters think that Jesus' anger is directed either at the 
evil one or the disease itself. Unable to explain the anger of Jesus in v. 43 some scholars even 
suggest that this pericope combines more than one version of the story.48 

When interpreted in the context of the purity system of Judaism and Jesus' general attitude 
to it, it could be held that Jesus' anger in Mk. 1:40-45 was directed at the oppressive purity 
system and those who controlled it. As we have already seen above, in the purity system of 
Judaism, on account of their disease the lepers suffered from social as well as economic 
oppression.49 The purity laws and those who controlled them not only treated the lepers as 
outcasts but also made them to pay for their impurity by offering sacrifice in the Temple after 
they had been healed. In Jesus' Temple action (Mk. 11:15-19) he attacks not only the dove-
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sellers, who catered for the poor lepers who came to offer a sacrifice but also the priestly 
leadership. 50 In Mk. 7:1-23, his attitude to ritual pu_rity laws is clearly negative, culminating in 
his repudiation of all food laws in Mk. 7:15. In Jesus' eating with the cultically unclean (Mk. 
2:15-17 & par.) also we fmd Jesus' opposition to the purity system. 51 All these fit well with the 
anger Jesus expressed through his strong emotions orgistheis, embrimesamenos, healing touch, 
pronouncement of cleansing and the command to <:>ffer sacrifice as a witness against the· purity 
system. Thus Markan Jesus' attitude, words and actions in his confrontation with one of the 
worst affected victims of the purity system ofJudais~ namely a leper, point to Jesus' disapproval 
of the purity system, which became detrimental to the interests ofthe poor and the marginalised. 

IV Relevance of the Study in the Indian Context 
The foregoing study provides us some insights for the formulation of a relevant Christo logy 
and for action. The following pointers. which emerge from this short study may be of value in 
the Indian context, which is characterised by.abject poverty, religious and cultural pluralism 
and caste discrimination. 

Christo/i:Jgy : Our investigation has shown that Mark portrays an angry Jesus in Mk. 
1:40-45. This picture of Jesus is opposed to the popular understanding of Jesus as a sweet, 
soft, and humble person. In fact, it is this Christology that motivated some scribes to replace 
the angry Jesus with a more acceptable compassionate Jesus. The fact that most NT scholars 
who·come from the affluent west prefer the compassionate Jesus to the angry Jesus also point 
to the general tendency among Christians to present a. mild Jesus. Mark's portrait of Jesus in 
this pericope as fuming with anger at the forces of oppression presents a challenge to this 
understanding of Jesus. A proper understanding of Christ is important because it determines 
·our Christian life. It is true that the gospels speak of the compassion of Jesus in many places 
(e.g., Mk. 6:34; 8:2). At the same time the Markan portrait of an angry Jesus must not be 
overlooked. If we understand Christ as someone who can never get angry, even in the context 
of injustice and oppression, then we lose our sensitivity to the problems that confront us. 
Whereas the portrait of an agitated and angry Jesus is a challenge to the poweful and the rulillg 
class, the picture of a compassionate Jesus is always harmless and safe. The Christology that 
emerges out of this study can contribute to a Dalit Christo logy. 

Attitude to Injustice and Oppression : The purity system of fll'st century Judaism was 
oppressive to the poor and the marginalised. We have seen that Jesus opposed not only those 
who supported the system but also the system itself by disregarding the purity laws. He was 
not rehictant to express his anger at it and challenges it through his attitude, words and deeds. 
Jesus' attitude to injustice done to the marginalised groups, like lepers, can motivate us to 
follow the example of Jesus in our society today. In our country poverty is not simply an 
economic problem. This problem is produced and perpetuated by a system of exploitative 
structures which makes the rich richer and poor poorer. 52 Inequitable distribution of natural 
resources, economic wealth and life opportunities are the r.oot causes of this situation, not only 
in the national level but in the international level also. 53 In this context Mark's presentation of 
Jesus' subversion of the oppressive system 9f purity and pollution through his words and 
deeds encourages us to actively oppose the forces of oppression and injustice in gyr country. 

Open Community : Discrimination on the basis of caste is a widespread problem both 
inside the Christian church in India and outside. Whereas the so-called high-caste Hindus used 
the Scriptures (e.g., Rg Veda X, 90, 11-12; Manu Dharma Shastra VIII, 413-414) to justify 
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the division of the society ori the basis of caste, the Jews of the first century employed their . 
Scriptures (especjally, Mosaic law and their interpretations) to legitimise the stratification of 
the society, using extensive purity regulations. Parallels could be drawn between the high- . 
caste Hindus' and Jews' use of Scriptures in this regard, and the results of the stratifications. 
As in the case of first century Jews, in our.country too those who are considered low-caste are 
discrimmated against and oppressed on the basis of caste, while the high-caste enjoy the power, 
wealth and privileges. Jesus' direct attack on the oppressive purity system of his day and its 
various manifestations can inspire us to oppose the caste system both inside and outside the 
church in all possible ways. Jesus endeavoured to create a counter~culttiral community, where 
all are treated equally and all are committed to service. 

Conclusion 

The foregoing sttidy of Jesus' attitude to a leper in Mk. 1:40-45, taking into consideration the 
dynamics of the purity system of Judaism and the condition of lepers, sheds light on Jesus' 
attitude to the purity system.· The analysis of the passage has shown that when Jesus came 
across a person who was doubly oppressed by the purity system and its custodians, his emotions, 
actions and words expressed strong protest against the injustice done to the underprivileged of 
the society. The biting criticism of Jesus in Mark's gospel against the purity system, which 
proved to be detrimentill to the interests of the poor, the suffering and the outcasts, presents us 
with a corrective to the popular picttite of a soft and sweet Jesus. His actions beckon us to 
actively oppose oppression and injustice in our society and work towards open Kingdom 
communities characterised by sharing;; service, humility and equality. 
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