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THE COMPASSIONATE ONE
A Benevolent Jesus as the Ultimate Expression of Christian Diplomacy

CHAPTER ONE

“AMONGNESS”

He walked as long as he could walk and rode as long as he could ride and then he was carried on a litter. He could endure the pain no longer. His feet were too ulcerated to tolerate the touch of the ground and his frame so emaciated that it frightened him when he saw his reflection in the mirror. The horrible inward hemorrhaging drained away his scanty remaining vitality. He could go no further. His left arm, which had years previously been crushed by a lion, hung helplessly at his side. Decades in the mission field had taken their toll. “Knocked up quite!” he wrote, the last distinct entry in his journal. On April 29, he reached Chitambo's village at Ulala, which is present day Zambia. Because of the drizzling rain  the carriers of his litter were compelled to place him under the protection of the broad eaves of a house until a new hut could be prepared.



On May 1, 1873, at four o’clock in the morning, the boy who lay at the door of the hut watching over his charge cried in fear for Susi. Susi, the missionary’s longtime companion, quietly entered the room that was dark except for the flickering light of a candle. The missionary, to whom Susi had been faithful for thirty years, could be seen kneeling in prayer. His body stretched forward upon the bed with hands cradling the head and arms gently resting upon the pillow.  


The benevolent medical missionary and explorer, David Livingstone, was dead. A resonant mourning arose among the villagers of Chitambo and soon echoed throughout Western Europe and America. So beloved was Dr. Livingstone that his body was enclosed in a cylinder of bark and carried through 700 miles of jungle to the coastal shore. Here the body was placed aboard a ship for the long voyage back to England. Livingstone’s body was interred in the country of his birth, but only the body. His heart had been removed and solemnly buried at the foot of a mvula tree in the African soil, the country to which he was devoted.


Thirty-three years earlier, before embarking on his crusade, on the evening of November 16, 1840, Livingstone went home to spend his last night in England with his parents. In the early morning hour of five o’clock, prior to his sailing for the Dark Continent, the Livingstone family gathered in the kitchen of their old home at Blantyre, embraced in prayer. 

David read two psalms for his family, a biblical manifest of his calling to traverse the oceans. He read the 121st and 135th, one of comfort and the other of praise. The psalm of assurance was most calming for the parents, “The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life. The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time on and forevermore.” The psalm of praise was the most challenging for the son, “Praise the Lord, Praise the name of the Lord, give praise, O servants of the Lord, you that stand in the house of the Lord, in the courts of the house of our God! Praise the Lord, for the Lord is good; sing to his name; for he is gracious!” The stricken figure on his knees in an African hut is testimony to a sacred pledge dutifully kept. 



The cause of his death was malaria and internal bleeding brought on by acute dysentery. The interment was in Westminster Abbey on Saturday, April 18, 1874. In the middle of the cathedral’s nave, set into the stone floor, is a large black slab. Inscribed upon it are these words:

BROUGHT BY FAITHFUL HANDS
OVER LAND AND SEA
HERE RESTS
DAVID LIVINGSTONE,
MISSIONARY,
EXPLORER,
PHILANTHOPIST,

Born March 19, 1813,
At Blantyre, Lanarkshire.
Died May 1, 1873
At Chitambo’s Village, Ulala

As disciples we accept the challenge to embark from our life of comfort into a wilderness of despair, sharing the gospel message of liberation with those who have longed to see the “Bright Morning Star” (Rev. 22:16). We journey forth with an assurance that the Lord will guide our endeavors. We may never be called to evangelize the Dark Continent but most certainly we are summoned to neighbors’ homes, coworkers in adjoining cubicles, members of our card club, golfing buddies, close friends and family members. At the completion of our journey we will not be entombed in Westminster Abbey, though we will be enshrined in the hearts of those we have loved.

Missionary. Evangelist. Disciple. Each term has a specific significance attached to it, but for our purpose now whatever title one selects will define service to others. William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, summoned us to ministry with this admonition, “‘Not called!’ did you say? ‘Not heard the call,’ I think you should say. Put your ear down to the Bible, and hear him bid you go and pull sinners out of the fire of sin. Put your ear down to the burdened, agonized heart of humanity, and listen to its pitiful wail for help. Go stand by the gates of hell, and hear the damned entreat you to go to their father's house and bid their brothers and sisters, and servants and masters not to come there. And then look Christ in the face, whose mercy you have professed to obey, and tell him whether you will join heart and soul and body and circumstances in the march to publish his mercy to the world.”

People are burned by sin and it scars an otherwise unblemished life, leaving marks of remorse and guilt. It is our calling to share the gospel message, counseling people to avoid self-destructive behavior while sharing with them the message of grace.

We must also be equally serious regarding the challenge of, “Put your ear down to the burdened, agonized heart of humanity, and listen to its pitiful wail for help.” This too is our calling, to be actively engaged in social service programs and present in sorrow so no one suffers alone. It is only by heeding this call to minister unto the sinner and downtrodden alike that we are able “to publish his mercy to the world.” 

But the question remains, “Have we heard the call?” We must seriously ask ourselves, “Have I put my ear to the Bible” that I may know the message of my calling? This is why it is paramount that we read the Bible daily and take advantage of the educational opportunities offered by the church. This will enable us to hear anew the clarion call of Jesus that urges, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach good news to the poor; He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those that are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” (Lk. 4:18-19). The Spirit of the Lord is indeed upon us. How shall we respond?

The response we most associate with the biblical mandates is love. It is sobering how Jesus chose this as the focus of his moral dictate, employing it as the centerpiece of all he taught. Regarding our treatment of others is the Great Commandment, “You must love your neighbor as yourself” (Lk. 10:27). This commandment is affirmed by the teaching we have come to call the Golden Rule, “So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them” (Mt. 7:12). Love is rather simple with the interpretation to treat the other person as you would like to be treated. 

 Simple? It means that we must triumph over those character flaws that are so inherent in our humanness. This is often portrayed as being judgmental, vindictive, jealous, selfish, critical, ostracizing, racist, sexist, self-righteous, stubborn, belligerent, controlling, self-centered and unforgiving. This is not a pretty list, but along its continuum we all are placed. Perhaps we do need to put our ear to the Bible a bit more frequently, actually daily. Doing so, in time, through prayer and self-discipline we will more aptly reflect the fruits of the Spirit as outlined by the apostle Paul. This list contains the most provocative words for harmonious interpersonal relationships. They are, “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). 
These are good words. The words radiate acceptance. They compel one to be considerate and unobtrusive. They introduce tranquility into relationships. Our homes, places of employment, even our churches will be friendlier environments in which to dwell. But how do we take these words from page to life? 

What is love? The American Heritage Dictionary defines love as “A deep, tender, ineffable feeling of affection and solicitude toward a person, such as that arising from kinship, recognition of attractive qualities, or a sense of underlying oneness.” Jesus told an observer of the healing of Lazarus, an unnamed man who spoke of a fresh understanding of the Great Commandment, “You are not far from the kingdom of God” Mk. 12:34). Love, as outlined by Jesus, is a manifestation of heaven on earth. Love, by definition, is a benevolent disposition. Good words, but these definitions and insightful teachings will only take on a life of their own when visualized. To clearly understand their meaning we must see them acted out on the stage of daily living. Academic definitions are important for clarifying and framing a concept. However, it is acted examples that illuminate its meaning, making it visible in the lives of benevolent individuals.

Count Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700 – 1760) was born into Austrian nobility. Shortly after his birth his father died. When his mother remarried she sent her son to be raised by his grandmother, who was actively involved in the Pietist tradition. It was under her tutelage that he developed a love for theology and religious work. Nicolaus’ desire was to be a priest, but as a member of Austrian nobility his mother forbade it.

Having completed his studies at Wittenberg University in 1720, Nicolaus embarked on a “Grand Tour” of Europe. This was a common and expected practice for a young man of his social standing. It was his ambition to visit all the great cultural institutions to further his education. His pilgrimage took him to an art museum in Düsseldorf. It was here that he was transformed from a man of worldly riches to one of humble service. It occurred simply enough – looking into the face of Christ. 


The Count was admiring Domenico Feti’s painting “Ecce Homo,” the Latin transcription for “Behold the Man,” spoken by Pilate as he handed Jesus over for crucifixion. It was a portrait of the thorn-crowned Jesus of Nazareth, wearing a dark tattered robe, bound neck and wrists in rope. At the base of the painting was the inscription, “I have done this for you – Now what will you do for me?”

The young Count was profoundly moved as he was engulfed by a mystical experience while viewing the painting. He felt Christ himself speaking those words directly to his own conscience. He vowed that day to dedicate his life to service of Jesus. Realizing the barrenness of his life’s accomplishments as an aristocrat, he embarked upon missionary service that changed the world. Reflecting on the metamorphosis of his character Zinzendorf wrote, “I have loved him for a long time, but I have never actually done anything for him. From now on I will do whatever he leads me to do.” 

Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf remained true to his promise, establishing a refuge on his grandmother’s estate for persecuted Christians from Moravia. This resulted in the founding of the sect that became known as the Moravians. He later wrote a line that has become one of the most quoted for Christian missions, “I have but one passion—it is He, it is He alone. The world is the field and the field is the world; and henceforth that country shall be my home where I can be most used in winning souls for Christ.”

All of us have symbolically stood beneath Feti’s painting looking into the face of Jesus, the ultimate expression of love. The question becomes, is Jesus, and Jesus alone, our preeminent passion?


In the miracle of the Incarnation, God took on human form in the carpenter’s son from Nazareth. To know Jesus is to know God. To understand the life and teachings of Jesus is to realize God’s sustaining purpose for creation. And that purpose is candidly confessed by Jesus, “This is my commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you” (Jn. 15:12). As earlier mentioned, the gentleman standing in the crowd outside of Lazarus’ tomb realized it is time for us to take our place beside Jesus.


Jesus is love. With expressive teaching, common stories and observable actions he demonstrated what it means to approach others with the spirit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. These good words, as lived by Jesus, have now been lifted off the page and implanted into a life. The definitions once read in the abstract are now alive.

Recall that the definition of love concludes with the phrase “a sense of underlying oneness.” This is germane to our study as all four gospel writers attested to the fact that Jesus exclusively advertised love as “oneness.” This solidarity was singly reported by the authors as “compassion.”

The Greek word splanchnizomai, which means “to have compassion,” is solely reserved by the authors of the gospels for Jesus. No other individual in the Bible is ascribed with possessing the attribute of compassion. Whenever Jesus acted with compassion or spoke the word in his teaching, it became the turning point in the life of another. Compassion institutes reconciliation and restoration, wholeness and healing. Confessed by the four gospel writers Jesus, and Jesus alone, was compassionate. Others were loving, concerned, understanding, and self-sacrificing, but only Jesus was compassionate. It could easily be argued that to be a compassionate person is the ultimate expression of Christian diplomacy.

Dr. Andrew Purves, the professor who introduced me to a theology of compassion, wrote in his book The Search for Compassion: Spirituality and Ministry, “Compassion in the New Testament literally means to have one’s bowels turned over. The word refers to what we would perhaps call a ‘gut-wrenching’ experience. Splanchnizomai, compassion, this rather unusual New Testament verb, refers to a feeling of solidarity with another that is virtually physical in its effect. There is nothing genteel or comely about compassion.”

The English word for compassion is derived from two Latin words, com “with” and pati “to suffer.” Compassion means “to suffer with.” It means total and complete unity with another individual in which his or her suffering becomes my own. The suffering of the afflicted one is transposed into the soul of the caregiver. The two, in essence, have become one. I and the other have now become one and the same. It is, by all definitions, “oneness.”

Compassion is a biblical word of immeasurable worth. It goes beyond “sympathy,” which is a shared feeling often expressed as “I feel sorry for you.” It encompasses more than “empathy,” which is limited to a common frame of reference conveyed in the sentiment, “That is too bad; it happened to me once.” It transcends “pity,” which is hierarchical, a woefully negligent feeling channeled as, “That’s terrible, I am glad it is you and not me.” Compassion is “oneness,” the integration of two lives juxtaposed by suffering. 


There are nine biblical references describing Jesus as a compassionate man. In addition to this, there are three occasions when Jesus used the word compassion as the pivotal event in a parable. With certainty we know Jesus lived a compassionate life and allowed it to be the essence of his teaching. Compassion was the catalyst for engaging himself in the lives of others, be it the physical touch of acceptance or a spoken word of assurance. This is underscored for splanchnizomai is a verb, which is a word of action, engagement and involvement. Observing the life of Jesus, he courageously involved himself in the inequities slammed upon others.


Suddenly the Bible has been transformed for us into a book of courage. It inspires within us the courage to be proponents of social justice, campaigning against inequality and advocating for the dignity of all individuals. As Jesus did, we courageously invite into our fellowship the outcast and sinner. As Jesus did, we courageously challenge the misguided legalism of religious and secular authorities. As Jesus did, we courageously traverse the borders of bigotry by extending the hand of fellowship. This courage, if relentlessly acted upon, will one day make the dream of Isaiah a reality, “and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (Is. 2:4).


This devotion to service is demonstrated countless times in the lives of individuals, some recorded in historical records but most remaining unnamed.
As soon as Dr. Robert Peter Gale, 40, learned about the Chernobyl nuclear accident (April 26, 1986), he knew he wanted to help. As the world’s expert in bone marrow transplantation and the chairperson of the International Bone Marrow Transplant Registry, Gale realized he had a talent to share. He did not expect his invitation to be accepted, for on the same day he offered his service the Soviet Union declined humanitarian aid from President Reagan and several European countries. To Gale’s astonishment he was welcomed. He was the first Western physician invited by the Soviet Union to help cope with a disaster since the close of World War II.

While sitting in his UCLA office between visits to Moscow, Gale shared with reporters a poem that appeared in the Soviet newspaper “Pravda”:

God is in a man who walked into
A radiated complex,
Put out the fire, burned his skin
And clothes,
Who didn’t save himself,
But saved Odessa and Kiev,
A man who simply acted like a
human being.

Gale read no further, explaining that the Soviet citizens considered the firemen and everyone else who tried to help alleviate the suffering of a very tragic accident as great heroes. This was the only line of the two-page poem that Gale shared. A curious reporter silently read the rest of the poem. On the second page the journalist came across this stanza:

God is…in Dr. Gale…who came
to Russia…

Through this physician’s sacrificial life we are able to visualize love in action. Represented in this selfless service is a clearer biblical enactment of what it means to be a caring human being. We have an authentic demonstration of a single individual living in the image of a compassionate God.

Dr. Roy D. Morrison II, a professor of philosophy under whom I studied, lectured that students wrongly study a man’s philosophy before studying the man himself. First, he recommended, learn about the philosopher as a person. Decide if you admire or disdain the way he lived. Absent of homage regarding his lifestyle and morality refrain from adulating his writings. One may find the essays insightful, but caution should prevail for hidden beneath is the personality of the writer. This presented the class a new criterion for the acceptability of a philosophical position. We should evaluate the writer prior to the writings. 

Jesus’ life clearly paralleled his teaching. There was no discrepancy between the two. As he spoke of compassion he likewise acted compassionately. Jesus was clearly a compassionate man, illustrated both by the life he lived and the words he taught. This was an evolving realization for those who followed him.

When John the Baptist was in prison, execution pending, he had a period of questioning as most would with impending death. He sent several followers to Jesus to inquire if truly he is the Messiah sent by God or must we wait for another. He was searching for an answer, desiring proof, seeking certainty that Jesus is truly the Son of God. “And Jesus answered and said to them, ‘Go and report to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have the gospel preached to them’” (Lk. 7:22). With these words Jesus outlined for John a ministry of compassion exercised by a man of compassion, alleviating John’s doubts.

The questions asked by John and the doubts that plagued him are, at times, the same as our own. Sorrows, grief, disappointments or illness can cause us to be disillusioned. It can take us to the point of believing in a God who remains distant or, worse yet, take us to the threshold of disbelieving in God altogether. Then, like John, we are reintroduced to the life and teaching of Jesus through personal devotional reading, a sermon, a Sunday school class lesson or a conversation with a friend and our faith is renewed. We step once again into the pages of the gospels and are reintroduced to a compassionate Jesus who healed the sick and welcomed the outcast. 

The questions that often disturb us commonly haunt others. Like John, they will turn to those they know best in search of an authentic answer. In many cases this will be you and me. We must be mindful that we are living examples of the gospel message. In word and deed we must bless the sick and befriend the neglected. While doing so we must remind ourselves that the gospel writers reserved the attribute of compassion for Jesus as no one other displayed such affection. We must be cognitive of the fact that the best we can do is emulate this noble virtue. This should not be taken as an excuse; rather, it must be received as a challenge. You and I can be living examples of compassion, but never perfect exemplars.

I attempt to follow the admonition of compassion as reflected in the Golden Rule. This is the foundation in my daily walk with Christ. In the course of a day when I encounter another person, talk with an individual, meet a stranger, am besieged by another duty from a loved one, I first ask myself, “If that were me…what response would I desire?” It is a good guiding principle, except the questioner often provides an immature answer. 

There is a thoughtful saying that the real Golden Rule dictates “He who owns the gold, makes the rules.” This is often the case and we all have been subject to this injustice. Some individuals make no apology for being oppressive and dominating through the autocratic misuse of money and authority. As Christians we desire instead to live by the edict of “loving my neighbor as myself.” This propels us to accept the challenge of combating despotism and seeking to establish a selfless community. We do not live by rules of domination; instead, we live by biblical principles that incorporate others into our lives. Sincerity trumps dissimulation. 

This is the catalyst that ignites Christians to be social activists, becoming promoters of justice and equality. Deploring the behavior of villainous individuals we risk becoming involved. We make ourselves vulnerable to champion the security of another. Attentive to the needs of others we discover countless occasions when we can be advocates for social change and agents of humanitarian enterprises. Some may seem mundane and others dramatic, but each will be equally significant for the recipients. 

  Arriving at the farm of Joseph Poffenberger, who departed his home to avoid the advancing Confederate army into Maryland, September 1862, Clara Barton learned of fifteen hundred wounded men crammed into the house, barns, corn cribs and mangers. The worst cases were laid there from the Antietam battlefield, as they were unable to make it further rearward to be treated at a field hospital. The first person to greet Ms. Barton was Dr. James Dunn, with whom she had worked with at a previous conflict. The surgeon offered thanksgiving, “The Lord has remembered us; you are here again.” 

The situation was dire. Medical supplies were unavailable. Chloroform was absent for surgery. Green leaves from corn stocks served as bandages, covering but unable to stop the bleeding. With the hem of her skirt pinned up about her waist, hair astray, face blackened with gunpowder, she began her work. Without hesitation she entered the field of conflict, oblivious to the screeching bullets. 

In the field she rendered countless acts of mercy and for the first time performed battlefield surgery. Using a pocket knife, her lone surgical instrument, she extracted a bullet from the face of a youngster and then severed the flesh and underlying nerves to alleviate unbearable pain in this hapless setting. Looking at her work she judged, “I do not think a surgeon would pronounce it a scientific operation, but it was successful I dared to hope from the gratitude of the patient.” She moved among the shrieks of pain offering comfort and care to all she could.

Returning to the farm she prepared food over hot kettles. She held the legs and arms of soldiers as they were being sawed off, without anesthetic. She recruited those wounded who could walk to act as nurses and stretcher bearers. Barton offered words of comfort to those yet alive, while washing the faces and closing the eyes of the departed.

When Dr. Dunn returned home he shared with his wife what he had witnessed, asking, “Now what do you think of Miss Barton?” She replied, “In my feeble estimation, General McClellan, with all his laurels, sinks into insignificance beside the true heroine of the age, the angel of the battlefield.” From thence forward Clara Barton was always known as “the angel of the battlefield,” or more commonly “professional angel.”


What does it take to be a “professional angel?” Certainly it cannot be an assignment held by a single individual for we are all “angels of the battlefield” as we encounter the suffering of another human being in our daily travels. Our day will not be recorded as Antietam was, sustaining 23,000 casualties and recognized as the “bloodiest day in American History.” Nonetheless for the individual we encounter the pain of the moment cannot be measured in cumulative numbers for it is a singular event requiring a personal response. 

What does an angel look like? We have many biblical illustrations of celestial beings. Although not fitting the physical description one cannot allow this to discount that we, too, in spiritual orientation are a part of the heavenly chorus. Though we may be awaiting our wings we still roam the earth angelically as ambassadors of goodwill. This ministry may come upon us unexpectedly or be a cognitive decision, but in either case we are a blessing onto another.



As a young vaudeville actor Bob Hope found himself alone each Christmas. The grueling road schedule prevented him from returning to his hometown of Cleveland. Each Christmas morning Bob would think of his family worshiping at Euclid Avenue Presbyterian Church without him. Then they would return home together for a family dinner of turkey and plum pudding. For the Hope household Christmas was a family day and Bob longed to join them around the hearth.


In 1948, Senator Stuart Symington asked Hope to entertain American personnel in Berlin with a special Christmas celebration. Never forgetting the loneliness he felt s a young performer in a strange city far from home he readily agreed. This was the beginning of what Hope would call his “Christmas family,” a family of thousands of homesick servicemen with whom he shared Christmas greetings.


Each Christmas day as he walked onto the stage, gazing at the throng of gathered soldiers, he would begin his performance saying to himself, “It’s a long way from Cleveland.” With those words Bob Hope accepted his angelic calling by sharing in the feelings of the forlorn G.I.


Several of the early church fathers believed that as ambassadors of goodwill we have an angelic presence on earth. As we turn our behavior away from the temporal and focus on the celestial we are replicating the angelic life in our daily interactions with others. We are not equal to angels, but we are like angels.

Gregory of Nyssa was appointed bishop of Nyssa in 371. Gregory belongs to the group of church leaders known as the "Cappadocian Fathers." These men, who came from modern day Turkey, are most often referenced for their introduction of the doctrine of the Trinity at the Council of Nicaea. Regarding our angelic presence Gregory reasoned that when Jesus said the resurrected will be “equal to angels” (Lk. 20:34-36), then this was our natural state prior to the Fall. He wrote in his Treatise on the Inscription of the Psalms, “it is clear that the life before the transgression was kind of angelic life, and hence also our return to the ancient condition of our life is compared to the angels.” 

Salvation for Gregory is moving toward this angelic state. This procession, according to Gregory, is outlined in Psalm One. The first verse admonishes us to separate ourselves from evil. The following verse summons us to mediate on higher and more divine things. The third verse proclaims that once this is undertaken we will begin to take on the likeness of God, symbolized by the tree that yields good fruit. 
The question remains, do any of us look like angels as our imperfections abound? If we are honest with ourselves we would know that we harbor grievances at times, look upon others with jealousy, pass along gossip, slip into self-centeredness, and idle away our time. Though we have faults this does not negate the goodness that still prevails within the recesses of our souls. We cannot claim to be without sin, but this does not invalidate that we have embarked on a pilgrimage to take on the likeness of God and be for others an angelic presence. As long as we struggle to separate ourselves from evil and seek that which is divine we are the foretellers and emissaries of the Good News. We have a message that Jesus can change lives, as our own are being conformed to him. We have a ministry that births life into stricken and downtrodden individuals.
Judaism associates maternity with compassion. The Hebrew word for compassion rachamin is derived from rehem, which means “womb” or “uterus.” If one becomes engaged in a compassionate act the womb – the sacrosanct nurturer of life – is afflicted. Compassion for the Jewish community expresses a feminine characteristic of God. 
Dr. Andrew Purves wrote, “The literal meaning of compassion, then, is the womb pained in solidarity with the suffering of another. The feeling of deep kinship with another is understood now in an intimate and physical way as the wounding of the womb. The wounded womb is the core of the biblical meaning of compassion.” He further indicated, “Yet the biblical image of compassion compels us to suggest that it refers to God’s deepest and most creative – we might even say life-giving – suffering with the people.”

It is essential that we have this balance in our understanding of God, alleviating sexual discrimination or worse yet sexual partiality. Stereotypically men are bold and indomitable while women are affectionate and amicable. But how are these traits to be measured? How can they be ascribed to a single gender? Such stereotypes are limited to provincial thinkers. In life’s reality both genders were created in God’s image. The attributes of God are exhibited by either gender, manifested as a situation warrants.

Genderlessness is observable in the personality of Jesus. We cannot categorize the behavior of Jesus according to our preconceived notions of gender for he expressed a range of emotions radiating from the situation in which he was involved. Jesus was angry as he tumbled the tables of the money changers in the Temple square. He stood steadfast before Pilate. Denouncing Pharisaical legalism Jesus was harsh in his rebuke. Yet, Jesus wept when he learned of the death of his friend. He felt the touch of an invalid. He offered hospitality to the outcast. These behaviors are not unique to either gender. They cannot be arbitrarily labeled. They are a compassionate response to the plight of another individual either suffering from social injustice or personal trauma.     

Shall we be any different? We confront when called for and sooth when appropriate, chastise when needed and encourage when necessary, debate when required and teach when suitable. As warranted we respond either passively or aggressively. It is for this reason we are neither silent nor inactive. As we are to be examples to others there are countless truth bearers that we can emulate. 

Lecturing in Ohio, Sojourner Truth learned of the Women’s Rights Convention being held in Akron. She entered the convention hall as an uninvited guest. She was tall and gaunt. She wore an unadorned gray dress with a white turban that was topped with an uncouth sunbonnet. Observing that all the seats were occupied, and further as the only black person in attendance, she placed herself on the steps leading to the podium. Present in the auditorium were organizers and supporters of the Suffrage Movement, but mostly the crowd was populated by men, many of whom were clergy who abhorred the concept of equality of the sexes. 

The first day she sat silently, listening to the speakers who were predominantly male. Men who deplored women and African Americans dominated the podium at a human rights convention, unsympathetic to the cause. One argued God created women to be weak and blacks subservient. Another preached that Jesus Christ was a man and if God intended women to be equal He “would have at that time made some gesture to show His intent.” One cleric advocated that as Eve had sinned all women are inferior to men. Neither were the crowds silent, hollering that any woman who “feared God” would immediately leave the hall. Could a better case be made of the lowly status and degradation of women?

On the second day, having heard enough diatribes against women and blacks, Sojourner Truth took a stance behind the pulpit with none daring to oppose the stout nationally renowned abolitionist from speaking. She turned the arguments of the men upon themselves. The speech is worth reprinting in full: 

Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that 'twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what's all this here talking about?

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain't I a woman?

She then pulled back her sleeve, lifting high her right arm high into the air, exposing powerful biceps. 

Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man - when I could get it - and bear the lash as well! And ain't I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a woman?“Then they talk about this thing in the head; what's this they call it? [member of audience whispers, "intellect"] That's it, honey. What's that got to do with women's rights or negroes' rights? If my cup won't hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn't you be mean not to let me have my little half measure full?

Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, 'cause Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain't got nothing more to say.

 “And ain't I a woman?” is how the speech has been titled and recorded in history. It is recognized as a challenge for equality among sexes and races. It ended with an assertion. If one woman, Eve, turned society asunder, then all women present, working together, ought to be able to restore the order once lost in Paradise. The challenge this day is that if men, hopefully enlightened by the 21st Century, joined with women working in this process the injustices for all people would be speedily righted.

  The Akron Women’s Convention of December 1851, and so many similar gatherings, demonstrates that throughout history there have always been proponents of equality. There have been prophetic speakers, known and unknown, who advocated parity. A multitude of tireless workers have struggled to foster a sense of community by dispelling social injustices. Community is the essence of compassion. We live in a global village where equality should be the norm and the well-being of each earthly resident is foremost. Shall we follow in the light of Truth or dwell in the shadow of indifference?

The apostle Paul after describing how all the parts of the human body must work together for good health alluded that all members of the church must work in tandem to rightfully fulfill its mission. He offered this message on the meaning of compassion, “And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it” (1 Cor. 12:26). I suspect in this passage we have too often focused on suffering, overlooking rejoicing. If anyone is hurting, we are lacerated along with him or her. But do we rejoice at another’s good fortune or greet it with jealousy and envy? I would propose that a sidebar to compassion is celebrating another’s blessing as if it were my own, much the same as the baby leaped for joy in Elizabeth’s womb when she learned of Mary’s blessing.

The apostle Paul outlines the attitude for living in community. In good times and bad we are together. New Testament scholar William Barclay contemplating this passage wrote, “Here is one of the most famous pictures of the unity of the church ever written…‘You,’ he says, ‘are the body of Christ.’ There is tremendous thought here. Christ is no longer in the world in the body; therefore if he wants a task done within the world he has to find a man to do it. If he wants a child taught, he has to find a teacher to teach him; if he wants a sick person cured, he has to find a physician or surgeon to do his work; if he wants his story told, he has to find a man to tell it. Literally, we have to be the body of Christ, hands to do his work, feet to run upon his errands, a voice to speak for him… Here is the supreme glory of the Christian man – he is part of the body of Christ upon earth.” To be a part of the body of Christ is likewise to be a member of a community. We function together for the good of the whole, for the benefit of everyone. 
President Barack Obama, in his Inaugural Address, recognized the importance of the contribution made by each member of the citizenry, “Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things -- some celebrated, but more often men and women obscure in their labor -- who have carried us up the long, rugged path toward prosperity and freedom.” Anonymous most of us are and shall remain, but it is the combined contribution of this obscure work force that has promulgated liberty and justice for all.
We are Christ’s ambassadors in the world today. Our names shall never appear on the page of a history book, though we may take solace knowing they have been recorded in the Book of Life. This places before us a very serious question, “How shall we represent him?”

Matthew Fox wrote a provocative book titled, A Spirituality Named Compassion. The premise of the book is that compassion and community are inseparable. Reading the book we are presented with the challenge of surrendering myopic ambition for a broader view that we are equal participants in the theater of life.


Fox contrasted “climbing Jacob’s ladder” with “dancing in Sarah’s circle.” When Jacob departed from Beersheba setting out for Haran, he rested one night during his journey. He had a dream and in that dream he saw “a ladder was there, standing on the ground with the top reaching to heaven; and there were angels of God going up it and coming down” (Gen. 28:10-19). In Judaism the dream was seen as a promise that Jacob will have numerous offspring dwelling in the safety of the land. So holy was this revelation that he built an altar.


But, according to Fox, the message was debased.


When Alexander the Great governed the entire known world in the fourth century B.C.E., Greek culture became dominate. This Greek influence imparted upon Western culture is known as Hellenization. The Greeks had an orientation upwards, evident in the architecture of stately columns. Perfection was seen as upward, especially as one advanced in the socioeconomic and political realm. This transitioned into a spirituality that emphasized striving heavenward towards God. This religious orientation was to be interpreted that Christians are to focus on ascending toward God, away from earth and people. Fox contends that Gregory of Nyssa summarized the prevailing thought when he wrote, “climb up to God’s majesty.”


Fox proposes the mystical teachings of Western Christianity, influenced by Hellenization, became male-dominated. He concludes this is aptly demonstrated in his analogy of climbing Jacob’s ladder. The church no longer had a message of dwelling among the people of the land, for it was now one of upward mobility. This is best illustrated in the hymn, “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder; Soldiers of the cross; Every round goes higher, higher; Soldiers of the cross.”


Jacob’s ladder is worship that has metamorphosed into “worshup.” It is “pedestal piety” as people are instructed to venerate saints and aristocrats, success and authority. It is an “up/down” way of looking at God, the universe, and others. 


In more pragmatic terms the ladder is competitive. There can only be a few individuals on the ladder at any given time. One is keenly aware of who is below and certainly of the climber above. Studying the competition is essential if one is to reach the next rung. The competition then becomes combative as one strides to go higher and higher, stepping on the fingers of whoever is following and grabbing the heel of whoever is leading.


A ladder is unstable, especially at the pinnacle. If too many people are on the ladder or if too many are clinging to the uppermost rung it will topple. This also makes the ladder insecure as no one is certain of the permanency of his or her position. The ladder enforces a hierarchy with someone above always having a commanding view of those below. The ladder is a matter of individual survival as there is no free hand to assist another. Ruthless independence and rugged individualism are the dominant character features of a ladder climber.


Accompanying the ladder is a constant feeling of dissatisfaction. There is always one more rung to achieve. And if one has reached the uppermost rung, from that vantage point one can see there are still higher ladders to climb. With ambition foremost one is discontented until that next higher ladder is likewise scaled. 


Most disturbing is a ladder is restrictive. Young, strong, healthy, vibrant males make the best ladder climbers and at times the only rung holders. Potential climbers are restricted by lack of physical stamina, age and handicaps as they can only view the ladder from a distance, and certainly are physically unable to mount it. 

This is the plight of those whose orientation is self-reliance, ascending upward toward the deity. In contrast, Matthew Fox presents us with a new orientation, which is viewing relationships as a circle.

When Sarah bore a child at an age many years past menopause she rejoiced, “God has given me cause to laugh; all those who hear of it will laugh with me” (Gen. 21:1-4). She named Abraham’s son Isaac, “God has smiled, God has been kind.” There is little joy and laughter in ladder climbing; it is serious business as egos are involved. Sarah has given us a new image, one of surprise, joy and wonderment. She is the symbol of birthing, creating and fruitfulness. 

Differentiating Jewish from Greek writers Fox affirms “the Jewish mind, which considered hearing the most important sense and music the paradigm of reality, a spiritual person grows ever more sensitive to those around one, God is not spatially up but in one’s midst…Amongness, not upness, is the dynamic of the spiritual journey.”


Sarah invited those who laughed with her to come and dance in her circle. A circle welcomes everyone, for it can forever expand. None are turned away, for an individual of any physical and socioeconomic description can find a place among others. There can be no winners or losers, only dancers. Dancing is congenial activity that is non-violent. In a circle you look across into one another’s eyes with gender and race becoming insignificant. One is able to see the tears of another dancer, which is a summons to embrace. Unable to fall out of the circle there is always a free and open hand to receive the one who reaches out for assurance. Everyone is able to participate and contribute for we all are a part of the dance. In the circle one is unafraid as feet are firmly planted on the ground and we know no one is attempting to dislodge us. As a shared experience a circle dance energizes everyone who is involved for there is a common sense of commitment. The basic requirement for being a part of the circle is mutual interdependence.

Fox concludes, “The ladder motif, then, is restrictive and the Circle motif is welcoming and compassionate.” Fox provides us with a new song to be sung, “We are dancing in Sarah’s Circle; sisters, brothers, all; Every ring gets fuller, fuller; Every ring gets fuller, fuller; sisters, brothers, all; We are dancing in Sarah’s Circle.”

“Amongness” will not be found in a dictionary but it is now a word added to our Christian vocabulary. It defines compassion as being a member of a community. This is not an elitist community, rather a universal community. Dwelling in a global village is common terminology for this renewed sense of togetherness and shared responsibilities. It is not an exclusive fellowship for inclusiveness is the byword. Young, old; fat, skinny; athletic, clumsy; rich, poor; healthy, ill; light-hearted, serious; educated, life-experienced; famous, commoner; studious, playful; traveler, recluse; you and me; yes, we are all part of Sarah’s Circle. You are invited, though you may elect not to hold hands. This is evidence by Caiaphas who chose to remain a dour observant and not a cheerful participant at the festivals of Jesus.

Being in community necessitates an awareness of mutual interdependence, symbolized by holding hands. We do enjoy our independence, as it should be, for this is healthy. We lay claim to thoughts and opinions we adamantly adhere to, not from stubbornness but because we value these as truth. Do we not have daydreams, secret adventures all our own? We enjoy hobbies in solitude. When tired we relish being left alone. 

But independence cannot be confused with isolation. The Creation story is one of relationships. It involves interdependence for across six days God created an interlocking system. Each day is dependent on the day prior and would cease to exist absent of the dawn of the next. In this story we are partners with all forms of life both as caregivers and admirers. Still alone? This is not possible when we realize that we are an intricate part of a vast and mysterious universe.
As the Creation story relates “Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him’” (Gen. 2:18). Togetherness was most meaningfully expressed that for Adam there was an Eve, a partner of the opposite gender, and for Eve an Adam. The ultimate expression of relational living is the union of two individuals. The creation story confesses God’s desire to replace a void universe with substance. Each entity in this grand scheme abandons our sense of aloneness, replenishing it with wonder and astonishment, meaning and purpose. Created in the image of God we accept the responsibility to nurture, caring both for the organic and inorganic world. And for those who wish to remain aloof, we go to them, as Jesus comes to us.

Johann Arndt (1555-1621) was a German Lutheran theologian whose ambition in his writings was to instill a “living feeling” into the Scriptures and liturgy of the church. He influenced Pietism to such a great extent that a few historians consider him its founder. Arndt expressed this “living feeling” with this rendition, "Give me ... a compassionate heart, quickly moved to grieve for the woes of others and to active pity for them, even as our Lord Jesus Christ beheld our poverty and hasted to help us. Give me grace ever to alleviate the crosses and difficulties of those around me, and never to add to them; teach me to be a consoler in sorrow, to take thought for the stranger, the widow, and the orphan; let my charity show itself not in words only but in deed and truth." As Arndt illustrates, a living feeling of the Scriptures is equated to a compassionate feeling for other individuals. It is to become actively involved in the woes and difficulties of those who reside beside us.


If we desire for the Scriptures to be living within and acted without, then, of course, our primary example is Jesus. The author of Hebrews acknowledged, “looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (12:2). The author contends that Jesus is the originator of our religious values and is the perfect archetype of their execution in daily living.


Luke, the physician, wrote a gospel for the marginalized in society and attested, “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us” (1:78). The commentary note recorded in The Discipleship Study Bible for this passage is insightful for our study, “Salvation and forgiveness are owing to God’s unlimited love and compassion. Discipleship is modeled after the pattern of divine compassion.” Jesus is the perfect example of Scriptural living. Jesus is the model of divine compassion. Therefore, it is paramount that we study the life and teachings of Jesus.


A teaching of Jesus on the meaning of compassion is recorded in the parable of the Good Samaritan. In this parable Jesus shared that compassion was the healing moment in the life of a forsaken individual. The next chapter will examine this parable in depth, but note for now when the Samaritan saw the traveler naked and beaten alongside the road and ignored by others he had compassion and bound the victim’s wounds. This compassionate gesture is the turning point of the story.

 Reflecting on this act of kindness Purves writes in his book The Search for Compassion, “Only God in Christ can pick up every wounded traveler and not be destroyed by the extent of the shared suffering. Only Jesus is required to take the risk of carrying the pain of the whole world upon his shoulders. In this, he is alone, truly the Compassionate One. Jesus is compassion incarnate….In part, compassion identifies and defines his messiahhood.” Jesus, the Compassionate One, embeds himself in the lives of those who need a reassuring word and a gentle touch.

Our lives and those of others we know are deluged with suffering, pain, illness, sorrow, disappointment, worry and uncertainty. Our lives are preyed upon by an evil that is expressed in many behaviors, some being hate, vindictiveness, indignity, selfishness and violence. We have come to understand through the experiences of life that to be subjected to such maltreatment is unavoidable. 
Joseph Conrad’s novels extrapolate upon this theme. He ruminates on the unfairness with which suffering is inflicted upon the innocent and poor and the careless disregard for our fellow humans with whom we share existence. A line often quoted from the novel Under Western Eyes contemplates this motif, “The belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary; men alone are quite capable of every wickedness.” 

In answer to human affliction Jesus is a witness to a mission of caring in a world of unannounced suffering and uninvited evil. It is appropriate to refer to Jesus as the Compassionate One, for compassion best defines how he interacted with others. Compassion is the most distinct revelation of who he is and the most befitting description of his ministry as he directs his words and actions to the disheartened. To be compassionate is to be imitators of Christ.

When Abraham Lincoln delivered his Second Inaugural Address, the first speech of the new administrative term, he set the stage for healing and reconciliation with this judicious decree, “with malice toward none, with charity for all...” On the Capitol rotunda located above and behind Lincoln’s left shoulder, in the uppermost row, stood John Wilkes Booth. Distressed at the thought of a unified nation Booth exhorted, “What an excellent chance I had to kill the president, if I wished, on inauguration day.” One spoke of reconciliation, another of retribution.


Weeks later, Lee having surrendered to Grant at Appomattox Court House, a crowd gathered outside the White House clamoring for a speech from the President. In the darkness of the evening hour Lincoln came and stood before the people. Noah Brooks, a reporter, held a candle so Lincoln could read his prepared remarks. During the discourse Lincoln outlined a plan for Reconstruction in which the secessionist states would be embraced as if they were “safely at home” rather than having “ever been abroad.” This speech of placation bared the soul of Lincoln’s humanity. In the jubilant crowd below stood a disgruntled John Wilkes Booth who sneered, as Lincoln retired for the night, “That is the last speech he will make.” And it was. Three days hence, on Good Friday, Booth crept up the back stairs of Ford’s Theater.


Our first and last act in this life, and all those administered between, must be compassionate ones for evil will always be lurking over our shoulders in defiance. 

