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This is the way the last twelve months have gone:

Airplane crashes:

An Air France flight from Rio de Janeiro to Paris crashed into the Atlantic, killing all 228 on board.

A Yemenia flight crashed into the Indian Ocean off the eastern coast of Africa, killing 152. 

A Caspain Airlines flight crashed in Iran, killing 168.

Earthquakes: 

L’Aquila, Italy, nearly 300 dead, more than 1,500 injured.
Off the coast of Sumatra, killing around 1,000 in Indonesia.
Haiti. The nation's capital, Port-au-Prince, was devastated, and the confirmed death toll is over 230,000. 

Chile, at least 800 dead. 


Other natural disasters:

Typhoon Morakot hit Taiwan, killing 500.

A tsunami near the Samoan Islands killed at least 189. 


Human violence:

Over 150 were killed in ethnic rioting in China.

At least 157 demonstrators were killed in a clash with the Guinean military.
In the Philippines, at least 57 were abducted and killed in an election-related massacre.
A suicide bombing at a volleyball game in northwestern Pakistan; at least 95 dead, over 100 injured.
In Iraq, 149 American soldiers died last year. 

In Afghanistan, 519 coalition soldiers died last year. 

Untold numbers of civilians died violently in Iraq and Afghanistan.


Had enough? That’s the last twelve months. And those are only the headlines. A less visible current of tragedy runs through our world – in family strife, gun violence, hunger, ethnic conflict and war.


We hear the drumbeat of headlines and we scarce can take it in. The last time the newscaster said, “Suicide bombing in Baghdad kills 16,” how did that hit you emotionally? Chances are it barely registered.


“Compassion fatigue” is what this numbness is sometimes called. It shows itself in cynicism, anxiety and hopelessness. There’s even research evidence that shows repeated exposure to images of suffering causes changes in the brain that make us less able to respond to tragedy. Not a good thing. 


As we continue on the journey of Lent, and as we continue this series called The Disciple’s Way, trying to cultivate personal qualities that will make us better followers of Christ, we have a real challenge in trying to be more compassionate. The challenge is that we risk being swallowed up, eaten alive by the pain of the world.


And yet we have before us, as we do today, the example of Jesus’ incredible compassion for his fellow human beings. Compassion that is true to the Latin roots of the word itself – com, with, and passion, to suffer. To feel compassion is to suffer alongside those who are hurting. 


This, Jesus does. He encounters this woman who has lost her only son, perhaps the worst grief known to humankind. Not only that, she is a widow; and with no men to support her, she will be in dire economic straits. Luke says almost nothing about this bereaved woman, only that “a large crowd from the town” was with her. She doesn’t reach out to Jesus; we don’t see her weeping or overcome by grief. The focus is on Jesus. Jesus sees her and feels an overpowering tug of compassion. He knows he has to do something. And Luke tells here a story of compassion overcoming even death; Jesus commands the lifeless young man to rise, and there is a scene of resurrection. The dead man talks. And, the scripture says, Jesus gave him to his mother. From death to life; from separation to a family restored to wholeness.


This is, of course, a miracle story, meant to demonstrate Jesus’ divinity, his power even over death itself. Luke was a physician, and so he would have been especially interested the times when Jesus healed people. We walk in Christ’s footsteps, but you and I won’t be raising the dead. We can’t emulate that quality of Jesus. We can, though, teach ourselves to have the compassion of Christ. 


But that endeavor comes with a caution, the one I mentioned earlier. When we open ourselves to being more compassionate, we risk being overcome by the pain of the world. So we need to talk about healthy ways to exercise compassion.


There’s a concept in psychology called defensiveness. This sounds like a bad thing, right? You’re having a conversation with someone, maybe someone you love, and helpfully pointing out some character flaw of theirs – “You turn every discussion into a personal attack,” for example. And when they resist your helpful advice – “What do you mean by that?” – you might respond, “Don’t be so defensive about it.” 


But there is a useful form of defensiveness as well. It’s like a gatekeeper for our emotions – a healthy defensiveness keeps us from being flooded, keeps us from taking on other people’s pain at the expense of our own emotional health. That’s healthy defensiveness.


As I look at Jesus, it seems to me that he was missing that healthy defensiveness. In a very real way he was defenseless – his compassion for suffering persons was so great that he took their pain upon himself. We say that Jesus “took upon himself the sins of the world” by allowing himself to be crucified for our sake. But he took on those sins, and the pain they caused, in life as well as in death. Every time he saw suffering, he invited it in.

I learned about this when I was working briefly as a chaplain at St. Joseph Hospital, part of my training for ministry. I was a little overwhelmed at some of the pain I was seeing. And the very wise supervisor of my program, a guy named Tyler Dudley, helped me through that. “Tyler,” I said, “I’d like to be fully present in each of these situations, but I just don’t have it in me sometimes. Why can’t I show the same level of compassion as Christ?” He just looked me and said, “Well, he was God, you know.” 

Light bulb. Of course. We can try to walk in Jesus’ footsteps, but we have to recognize that we have limitations where he didn’t. In trying to be compassionate, we need to live on that edge between being overcome by the world’s pain and hardening ourselves against it.


So how can we develop this discipleship quality of compassion? Here are a couple of ideas.


First, try to see beyond the tough exterior that most people wear like a suit of armor. Plato had this right when he said, “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.” We tend to respond to people based on the surface of what they put forth – someone’s crabby, we take that as indicative of who they really are. Living in compassion means trying to imagine what they might be going through that makes them that way. It means looking deeper.


In every situation, put the needs and the well-being of people first. Say you get a call from your spouse or your teenage child, and they say, “I’ve wrecked the car.” What’s the first thing you say? There’s only one answer: “Are you all right?” People first. Cars can get fixed. Cars don’t need compassion, people do.


Be willing to listen to people; once word gets around that you’re a good listener, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to exercise compassion. Don’t try to solve people’s problems for them, just let them talk it out. This is a skill that doesn’t come naturally for men, especially, as you know if you’ve read Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus. Men tend to speak only when they want to convey information. Women talk to build relationship. To men, it seems like rambling sometimes, but hang in there, guys. Keep listening. 

Take care of yourself physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually. This may seem like the opposite of compassion: It’s about you, not the other person. But, especially if you are a caregiver for a loved one, it is absolutely vital that you get sleep, exercise, vitamins, prayer, time away, all of those good things that will recharge you in body and soul. Self-care is not being selfish. It’s a gift to the person you’re caring for – the gift of a rested, attentive, present caregiver.


Finally, do what you can to ease the suffering of others, but recognize that we have to surrender the rest to God. In this context it might help to remember the famous Serenity Prayer – written, by the way, by the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, whose roots were in the German Evangelical Church, one of the denominations that formed the United Church of Christ. The prayer goes like this: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can change, and wisdom to know the difference.” So simple; maybe a little hackneyed by now, but it helps us remember that we can do what we can do; the rest is God’s. Sometimes all we can do is sit at the foot of the cross and weep.

The author Leo Buscaglia once talked about a contest he was asked to judge. The purpose of the contest was to find the most caring child. The winner was 4 years old, a little boy whose next-door neighbor was an elderly gentleman who had recently lost his wife. When he saw this neighbor crying one day, the little boy went into the man’s yard, climbed onto his lap and just sat there. 
Later on his mother asked, “What did you say to him?”

“Nothing,” the boy said. “I just helped him cry.”

As we grow more fully into this quality of holy compassion, may it be so for us.

Amen.
