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Compassion and Action 
 

I am unsure of the benefits of organized league sports for four and five year olds, but I 
signed up to coach our boys. It had been raining for two weeks, and the forecast called for 
thunderstorms. Everybody wanted to get a game in. It was Lily's turn to kick off. Lily’s big purple 
hair bows matched our jerseys and socks. Don’t let the bows fool you; she was a fierce attacker 
who skipped back to mid-field after scoring! But that Saturday, my players could not get lined 
up. The entire team purple horde gathered by a bare muddy spot in front of our goal. Our 
teenage referee blew his whistle and yelled, “Hey, coach! Get your kids lined up.” I called, “Get 
in your places,” but my pirates milled around. Upon investigation, I found them kneeling around 
a giant pink nightcrawler. They spoke of the grave danger our worm friend faced from 14 pairs 
of cleats. “Tweet- TWEET!” the ref whistled angrily as the opposing teams’ parents' offered 
unhelpful complaints! What to do? I cupped my hands and began to make helicopter sounds, 
“tuca-tuca- tuca”. Kneeling down, I scooped up Wilma the worm, airlifted the wiggly pink 
nightcrawler safely into a grassy culvert. My purple preschool horde children made siren sounds 
providing a police escort for our worm lift. The teenage referee was not impressed as I 
explained our need to save a worm. 

 In a few weeks, our children will take part in Compassion Camp, an online interactive 
VBS! Will you join me in the daily prayer from Compassion Camp? Let us pray, “Welcoming 
One, your warm, wide arms are always open, drawing us into your heart full of love. Make our 
arms your own, helping us see and welcome with compassion all those we meet. Amen.” 

Compassion is essential for spiritual life. What would if we had ignored that beautiful 
wiggly nightcrawler? Perhaps, our small purple people would have been a little less alive, or a 
little less human, or had a little less love in their hearts! “Now when Jesus saw the crowds, 
Jesus had compassion because the crowd seemed helpless like sheep without a shepherd.” 
Indifference slowly drains life from our souls. Compassion reminds us that we are alive.  A few 
months ago, our choir sang a prayer for compassion: 

“Lead me, Lord.  Lead me in the paths of peace! 
Make your way plain before my eyes for it is you, Lord,...   
You, and you alone, who can make me to dwell in safety. 

Lead me always to listen, teach me to live with compassion,... 
let me keep a heart that still can feel, and eyes that still can weep.” 

(Composed by Gweneth Walker using Psalm 4:8 and 5:8 and from a poem Divine Compassion 
by John Greenleaf Whittier.) 

Lead us to listen. Teach us compassion. Christianity without compassion is dead. 
Compassion allows us to see our world as Christ sees it. If we dryly quote Jesus apart from 
divine compassion I think we will always misquote Jesus. I have been wondering if numbered 
Bible verses allow us to quote Bible verses but miss the bigger story of God’s love? Did you 
know the New Testament got along fine for over 1,000 years without numbered 
verses?  Originally, there was a kind of chapter mark like a comma embedded in the text. 
Someone added numbered verses around 1500 CE. Did we subconsciously add numbers in 
order to turn the Biblical story into a rule book? Numbers make it easier to pluck up a verse and 
stick it with another verse and then make any point we want. A story does not need numbered 
verses but law codes do! Laws generally tell us what not to do. Rules do not teach compassion, 
justice, forgiveness, peace, or love. Laws let us justify the status quo. Compassion calls for 
action.  



So imagine locating today’s passage without the chapter and verse numbers. After 
Jesus preaches the Sermon on the Mount, Christ heals a person with leprosy, heals a 
centurion's friend, heals a bunch of people at Peter’s house, stills a storm, heals  the Gadarene 
demoniac (that is the story of those pigs running off a cliff), heals a paralyzed man, calls 
Mathew from the tax stand, gets criticized for hanging out with party people, heals the woman 
who grabbed the tassel on Christ’s cloak, heals two who were blind, and heals a person who 
could not hear. And so after eight stories of healing, Matthew sums up Christ’s work: “Jesus 
traveled among all the cities and villages, teaching congregations, announcing the good news of 
the kingdom, and healing every disease and every sickness. Now when Jesus saw the crowds, 
Jesus had compassion for them because they were troubled and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd. Then Jesus said to the disciples, “The size of the harvest is bigger than you can 
imagine, but there are few workers. Therefore, plead with the Lord of the harvest to send out 
workers for God’s harvest.” Jesus then called the twelve disciples and gave them authority over 
unclean spirits to throw them out and to heal every disease and every sickness. As you go, 
make this announcement, “The kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

Growing up, I heard many sermons lifting up Matthew 9:37, “The size of the harvest is 
bigger than you can imagine, but there are few workers. Therefore, plead with the Lord of the 
harvest to send out workers for God’s harvest.” Sometimes a fired up camp evangelist conjured 
up Jonathon Edwards’ “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” to scare us into becoming “soul 
winners”. Compassion was not at the heart of the story. Healing every disease was not linked to 
Jesus’ mission. Yet, the story is about compassion and action. Stirred with compassion, Jesus 
provides a free health mobile healthcare clinic and organizes the disciples sending them out to 
open satellite healing and wholeness centers. Jesus tells us to pray for more kin-dom workers! 
Compassion heals. Compassion catalyzes action. Compassion moves, marches and builds the 
kin-dom of Heaven. Jesus tells us the kin-dom has come near; it is at hand, growing within us, 
overtaking our lives, right now, in our midst, on earth as in heaven.  

Can you imagine if Jesus' heart hardened upon seeing the crowd weighed down with 
diabetes, hypertension, and opioid addiction? I can’t imagine Jesus blaming the crowd for poor 
health choices or not being able to afford insurance? The Gospels tell us that God identifies so 
closely with human suffering, that Christ endured police brutality before the cross. Indifference, 
hard-heartedness, cynicism, and fear seem to be the opposites of compassion. Fear, 
defensiveness, self-preservation, cynicism, and all kinds of indifference lead to spiritual death.   

Long-term anger kills the soul, too. Anger offers a jolt of power. As a child with a learning 
difference I endured playground bullies; often my gut defense to a threat was to grit my teeth, 
sharpen my tongue, clench my fists and lean in for the fight- preferring fight over flight or freeze. 
In 1990 at college, when I heard about white privilege, I thought, “you do not know my story… 
you have no idea how Mrs. (name-withheld) read my papers aloud to the class.”  But challenged 
to self-examination, I realized that the university pilot program I placed into for students with 
dyslexia had no black children. The Apostle Paul and Dr. King warn us that when something 
less than love becomes our fuel, that “means” will “end” up becoming our reality. Evil methods 
will overtake our best goals. (Romans 12) Still, anger has a role. Christ grows angry at the lack 
of compassion inside a congregation and in his disciples (Mark 3 & 14). Jesus wrestles with 
temptations to drink from the cup of power and self-preservation. Compassion takes another 
road. Compassion heals.     
    And yet at times the crowd's needs are so overwhelming and the injustice so deep and long 
lasting. It seems like nothing will change, and perhaps we stop trying to change. Howard 
Thurman, a black theologian who influenced Dr. King, names the evil woven by America’s 
original sin of racism, but offers hope for the disinherited. “In Christ is life, and that life, is the 
light of humanity. Wherever Jesus’ spirit appears, the oppressed gather fresh courage, for 
Jesus announced the good news that fear, hypocrisy, and hatred, those three hounds of hell 
that track the trail of the disinherited, need have no dominion over them.” Thurman continues, “A 



person's conviction that they are God's child automatically shifts our relationships with 
everyone.” When we know that God counts the freckles on our cheek and hairs on our head, we 
come to know that our deepest selves are personalized gifts of God. “Once we know our 
belovedness, we recognize that to fear another person, whatever power they hold over us is a 
basic denial of the integrity of our very own life. One who fears is literally delivered to 
destruction. But the child of God gets a new scale of values.” These Christ-shaped scales 
measure life differently; they measure “true significance” by the way we treat others. As a child 
of God, we realize the climax of human history comes in Matthew 25, where the inner 
significance of each of our deeds is revealed to us. We see how our lives impacted all of God’s 
other children. 

Indifference is a spiritual death sentence. Compassion heals us and keeps us alive and 
making a difference.  And so, come Lord Jesus, teach us compassion. “Lead us to always 
listen, teach us to live with compassion...let us keep a heart that still can feel, and eyes that still 
can weep.” Let us see the world with Christ’s compassion. Let us build the kin-dom of Heaven 
on Earth. Let us open free clinics to heal every disease and sickness. Let us cast out the 
demons of racism, homophobia, and violence. Let us announce the good news that  “Black 
Lives Matter” from the streets. Let us call elected officials and say the days of celebrating 
Nathan Bedford Forrest must end. Let us read anti-racist books. Let us wear our Covid mask in 
order to demonstrate our love of neighbors and ask the Lord for greater compassion, patience, 
and forgiveness for the unmasked. Let us not grow indifferent, calloused, or hardhearted; that is 
a spiritual death sentence. Finally, let us pray for more workers to join Christ’s kin-dom. There is 
much work to do- right here, right now, on Earth as in heaven.   

And so let us pray: “Welcoming One, your warm, wide arms are always open, drawing 
us into your heart full of love. Make our arms your own,helping us see and welcome with 
compassion all those we meet.” Amen. 
 

Yet, the current malaise, born of centuries of oppression and deeply rooted 
intransigence about acknowledging wrong doing means “anger” has no where to go. It remains 
a part of the attempt to have a different kind of relationship than that of master/slave, 
superior/inferior, victimizer/victim. My point simply is that if a new, authentic (vs contrived) 
relationship is to be had, there must be space created and utilized for the long haul to express 
anger and to have anger acknowledged as justifiable before a new relationship of “equals” is 
possible. I think South Africa got a big part right on dismantling the subliminal (not just 
structural) forces and effects of white racist apartheid when it created and worked over several 
years their “Truth and Reconciliation Commission.” 

 


