
Pastor Doug Fitzpatrick

Compassion
Calls us beyond ourselves
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INTRODUCING
COMPASSION
Currently in Australia there is a royal
commission into disability. One lady told her
story of experiencing misunderstanding and
harassment as she was boarding a tram.
She has a form of cerebral palsy which
makes it difficult for her to climb stairs. The
conductor, in his determination to keep to
the schedule, began yelling at her to hurry
up and get in the tram as she paused
halfway to ease the pain in her legs. She
attempted to explain to the conductor that
she had a disability while he rolled his eyes
and once again told her to hurry up. 

The above account is an oft repeated event
for people with disabilities. But it is too easy
to hear that story with disdain for the
conductor and empathy for the lady
involved — and then move on. But what if I
take a moment to reflect and consider this
story in the light of my own fallibilities and
failings, my own impatience and lack of
compassion? Then this story may form a
stepping off place for a deeper reflection on
compassion and its place in the day to day
of the lived life of a follower of Jesus.

So, what exactly is compassion? How do
we understand it? And what role does it
play in our lives? Compassion has nothing
to do with feeling sorry for another person.
Compassion doesn’t come from a place of
power, control or prestige. Compassion
isn’t about rescuing another or trying to
make a person feel better, although the
outcome of compassion may look like that.
Compassion begins when I step out of
myself, recognise my own fallibilities, and
seek in some small way to walk in the
shoes of another and to enter generously
into another’s point of view with no
judgement. It involves moving away from
the ego that tries to define and determine
who I am and what I do. Instead, I step
aside and welcome the other person into
the space I take up and see them and
listen to them perhaps for the first time.
Compassion is the natural outcome of
God’s grace. Grace and compassion are
inseparable. One naturally leading toward
the other.
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Compassion is also more than empathy. It is
more than feeling with the other.
Compassion, in the life of Jesus as we have
in the Gospels, is always intertwined and
understood in the context of action in the
course of the day to day of life. The Golden
Rule, “Do to others what you would have
them do to you”, or the Great
Commandment, “Love the Lord your God
with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength
and love your neighbour as yourself,” or
Jesus’ new commandment in John, “Love
one another as I have loved you,” are not
predicated on a feeling or a notional idea.
We know and understand what compassion
is because we see it worked out in the life of
Jesus; in Jesus’ interactions with people from
an extraordinary and diverse range of
backgrounds and contexts.

When I say, “I believe in God the Father
Almighty maker of heaven and earth, and in
Jesus Christ his only Son, our Lord”, I am not
adding to the sum of my intellectual
understanding or assent. I’m not saying this
to identify myself with some club or with a
set of ideologies. This is not some
intellectual exercise or a list to tick off. Belief,
in the ancient understanding, had to do with
a commitment to and a way of being. It
defined who the person was, not as the
member of some club, but as someone
who lived each day in and with the living
Almighty God through Jesus Christ, our
Lord. The Creed was not an intellectual
assent to something, rather, each aspect of
the creed unfolds an aspect of what we
embrace in our hearts and lives. This is what
Luther points to in the Catechism.

The problem is understanding what it
means when I say, “I believe.” It’s meaning is
based in implicit trust, embracing with my
whole being to live.

It is not a set of intellectual understandings
that define me over or against another,
but rather provides a foundation for what I
embrace and what might be the starting
place for living in love. Luther suggested
prayerfully pondering the Creed every
morning. The first line speaks deeply of
relationship and awe.

So compassion is not something that is a
fixed idea or a set of carefully constructed
responses that I can trot out according to
need. Rather, compassion is constantly
evolving and growing out of the ever-
changing relationship I have with Jesus
Christ, our Lord. Compassion discerns and
appreciates each situation as unique and
responds out of a lived relationship with
the One who lived compassion even to
death on a cross. 

Compassion then, is at the core of the
Christian faith not as some pietistic goal to
reach, but as an ever growing and
changing way of being. So how do we get
a glimpse of compassion? How does
compassion grow and become centred
deeply in our way of living? 
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It was Augustus who said that we read all of
Scripture as a commentary on how to love.
I’d like to suggest that we could exchange
the word love for compassion. A good
starting point would be to prayerfully sit with
the Scriptures, and especially the gospels,
with an ear for compassion. Listening to the
compassionate voice of God in Christ in each
line of the gospels and allowing these words
of compassion to sink into our being and
become one with us. 

Early on in Matthew’s Gospel, there is the
famous “Sermon on the Mount.” A kind of
summary of Jesus’ teaching. But the Sermon
does not sit alone to be quoted like a set of
proverbs or clever and enigmatic statements
of how to live life. They sit in the context of
the whole of Matthew’s gospel. The rest of
Matthew basically unfolds how Jesus lived
out the words he spoke on the Mount. 

The very first thing Matthew tells us when
Jesus came down from the Mount was that
Jesus was confronted with a social and
religious outcast — a leper. It was of this
same leper that Mark tells us Jesus had
compassion for. How do we know? Because
Jesus reached out and did the inexplicable —
he touched the man and healed him.
Touched a man who had not been touched
or welcomed or accepted for who knows
how long.

Jesus lived
compassion.
Jesus was
compassion.

Then immediately
after the healing
of the leper,
Matthew tells us
a Centurion,
the enemy,

comes to Jesus and asks him to heal his
servant. Jesus exclaims of this Centurion,
the enemy, that he has not seen such faith
in all of Israel and he heals the enemy’s
servant.

Jesus’ words on the Mount are not some
cleverly constructed treatises but instead
words that spring from and lead toward a
lived life of compassion. In each instance,
Jesus sees the person and their deepest
need, not a leper who must be avoided at
all costs, or in the case of the unnamed
Centurion an enemy of Israel, but rather,
suffering individuals to be welcomed and
loved and whose needs are met at their
point of need.

In her book, “Twelve Steps to a
Compassionate Life” Karen Armstrong
suggests that the first place, the first step
along the way of compassion, is to learn.
To discover what compassion is about,
means to become immersed in what
compassion looks like, feels like, sounds like.
So, an important starting point is the
Scriptures, and particularly the Gospels,
where we hear and see Jesus. However, I
need to be careful not to bring my ʻtake’ on
compassion to the Scriptures, but rather, I
seek to hear and see compassion with
new eyes through the agency of the Holy
Spirit in the light of Jesus’ lived life.
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Take a few moments to discuss your understanding of compassion in the light of the above.
If you are with a group, try to come up with a definition of compassion. How might you learn
more about compassion?

Now, spend some time prayerfully reading one or more of the texts below. Choose and then
read a text slowly and purposefully a number of times asking God to guide you with the eyes
of compassion.

Matthew 5:1–12

Matthew 5:21–26

Matthew 5:43–48

Matthew 7:1–5

What did you hear? How was this text for you?

What insights on compassion did you have?

What might you bring in prayer, and what will you continue to ponder over this next week?

Discussion
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LOOK AT YOUR
WORLD
I am often taken by the number of people in
the gospels who are anonymous. People
with whom Jesus interacts who are only
identified as “the crowd”, a leper, blind men,
the sick. Anonymous, because they form
part of the mass of people who were, in
Matthew’s words, ʻharassed and helpless like
sheep without a shepherd.’ Commonly
referred to as the am ha'aretz, the ʻpeople
of the earth.’ People considered by the
religious leaders of the time to be ignorant
and uneducated. 

But it was people such as these that Jesus
reached out to with such compassion, while
at the same time, these same people
remain unknown to us. Nameless persons
whose story reaches out over the millennia
and continues to touch hearts and lives with
the evidence of Jesus’ compassion. 

We live in a global context. Marshall
McLuhan coined the phrase ʻglobal village’
back in the early sixties as he reflected on
the new media of television and radio. I
wonder if he ever could have imagined how
connected and interconnected we have
become!? But strangely, in our
interconnectedness we seem to have lost
something. As we have become more
connected, we have become disconnected,
we have become overwhelmed.
Overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of
information as last hours news gives way to
the latest breaking story. So, we hear new
terms like “compassion fatigue.”
Overwhelmed by crisis after crisis and the
never ending need of humanity. 

But I can’t help but be reminded of
Mathew’s words in chapter 9, ʻWhen he
(Jesus) saw the crowds, he had
compassion for them, because they were
harassed and helpless like a sheep without
a shepherd,’ or a little later in chapter 14 , 
ʻ… he saw a great crowd, and he had
compassion for them and cured their sick.ʻ

In our globally connected world, how can
we protect ourselves from becoming
overwhelmed and finding ourselves
desensitized to the needs of the
anonymous in the world? How can we
move from being desensitized and
overwhelmed toward the way of
compassion? 

Take a few moments and discuss the
above questions.



Consider the breadth of news you are exposing
yourself to and perhaps adjust your consumption.
Consider your focus. Prayerfully choose one area of
need and make that your focus. Become informed of
what needs in that area of need you might be able to
engage with.
Sit in prayerful silence and simply hold those needs of
which you are aware. God will guide you gently in the
way of compassion. Ask God for the eyes of
compassion for a particular need.
Anticipate that God will have something for you in
response to the needs that God has revealed to you.
Be brave, be courageous in giving yourself
compassionately to this need allowing God to open
doors and make the way.

Listed below are a few suggestions that you might
ponder, after discussing the questions on the previous
page:

Remember that we come to the place of compassion, a
place of growing insight, not to create a hard road or an
impossible series of increasingly more complex actions.
But, rather, with a grace inspired desire. A desire that
springs from and with love toward becoming more
aware, more attuned to the mind and presence of Christ
gently transforming us through the actions that we seek
to embrace. Not from a sense of duty or a sense of guilt
or need, but from a desire to be in Christ, to love, to be
less motivated by the voices of self and to be more
imbued with the Spirit of love and life. To become more
and more transparent to the world, so that Christ may
be revealed.
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In our globally connected world, how can we

protect ourselves from becoming overwhelmed
and finding ourselves desensitized to the needs

of the anonymous in the world?
 

How can we move from being desensitized and
overwhelmed toward the way of compassion? 

 



COMPASSION
FOR YOURSELF 
Take a few moments to read through the
article below written by Karina Kreminski.

Beauty in the Scratches
The armchair finally arrived. It looked
appropriate in the living room. It was crisp,
polished, and neat, and had that mid-
century, Nordic combination that conveys
space, simplicity, and perfection. I sat on it
and ran my hand down the smooth
American oak armrest. “Nice,” I said to
myself.

But as I looked closer, I noticed something
out of place. The armchair had been
damaged. On one side of the armrest, long
scratches lined the wood. An imperfection.
Damage. I groaned and began thinking
about the arduous process of replacing my
new chair.

However, the longer I gazed at the marks,
the more I wondered if it was simply the
nature of the wood that had formed the
longitudinal lines on the surface of the oak.
Were they scratches? Or part of the actual
wood — the natural marking and design of
the material?

Certainly, this piece wasn’t as polished and
clean as I had initially seen it, but there was
something beautiful emerging the longer I
scrutinized the wood. I intuitively started to
think about the “memories” this oak
contained. It had existed in a forest. It had
weathered storms, wind and heat, and cool
and hot weather. The elements had shaped
it, and now it was in my living room looking
imperfect and worn, yet interesting and
meaningful.
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Reflecting on my scratched armchair
caused me to ponder Jesus’ resurrection
body. When the resurrected Jesus
appeared to the disciples, his body was
not “perfect” but instead carried the
wounds inflicted on him through the
crucifixion. And Jesus was not shy about
letting people know about his scars. Jesus
showed his disciples his wounds (Luke
24:40; John 20:20). In John 20:27, Jesus
invites Thomas to examine his wounds and
to “put your finger here and see my hands;
reach out your hand and put it in my side.”
Thomas was encouraged to see, touch,
and experience the wounds of Jesus.

There were several ways that the disciples
were able to identify Jesus after his
resurrection—through the breaking bread,
in experiencing warmed hearts, during
prayer, through Jesus calling Mary
Magdalene by name. Yet one common
marker of Jesus’ resurrected identity was
his wounds.

When we see Jesus at the end of all things
we will be able to know him because of his
wounds (Rev 5:6, 12; 13:8; 21:27). As we gaze
on Christ’s wounds, they will become our
identifiers as the people who belong to the
Lamb that was slain. Rather than
imperfections, these wounds point to the
beauty of who Jesus is and the memory of
his kenosis. Wounds, scars, and scratches
all carry traces of who we are. In that way
they are visual and silent storytellers.

https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/Luke%2024.40
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/John%2020.20
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/John%2020.27
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/Rev%205.6
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/Rev%205.12
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/Rev%2013.8
https://biblia.com/bible/tniv/Rev%2021.27
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Life has been hectic lately. We have moved,
which is deeply stressful. But we were not
only moving — we were and are making a
home. This takes time and patience, and for
our family it also has meant engaging in that
dreaded, yet rewarding, process:
renovating.

As we began to renovate, we discovered
that our little unit is, well, quirky. Many things
don’t quite sit right. When we asked
someone to help us with our wardrobe, he
measured the space and found that the
lines, windows, and frames were a bit off,
left of centre. Far too often for our comfort,
we heard “Interesting” from the mouths of
tradespeople after they measured the
structures in our unit.

What this meant was that every time we
attempted to renovate we had to work with
the glitches, imperfections, scars, and quirks
of the building. This was frustrating and
time-consuming. It was like trying to bend
something perennially crooked back into
perfect shape. And this, we soon realized,
was a poor strategy.

So we decided to work with the quirks.
Once we did that we had a revelation. The
more we let go of a need for perfection,
connecting with the quirks of our new home,
our affection for this place deepened. We
wondered how those imperfections and
quirks happened. Was it simply poor
craftsmanship? Or was it the weather that
had made the wooden windows stretch,
bend, groan, and stick together like they
did? Was the foundation slightly shaky
because our suburb is built on sand? Why
was it built on sand anyway? What stories
lay buried here?

The Japanese term wabi-sabi is a
beautiful and honest way of thinking about
aesthetics in relation to everyday living. Life
is imperfect and transient. Life is about
appreciating the beauty in imperfection
and incompletion. Life is found in the
scratches, quirks, wounds, and the left-of-
centre — imperfections. It’s precisely in
life’s imperfections where we find meaning
and memory. This is where we find our
humanity.

This is also where we encounter the
humanity of Jesus. Jesus, the “True Human,”
models for us that our scars, scratches,
and wounds can be beautiful because they
point to who we are. They tell a story of
pain and, hopefully, possibly, redemption.
They need not be shameful. We need not
hide them. We can invite people to ask us
about those scars and to know us deeper.
The wounds allow people to know who we
truly are and to see us in all our humanity.
And even if we do not experience the
redemption of our wounds now, we will at
the restoration of all things.

So, I’m happy with my quirky unit and
scratched-looking oak armchair; they
move me to wonder, compassion, and
connection. I ponder how fleeting and
complex life is. It’s not instinctive to live this
way in a society that values perfection,
immortality, and completion (see Botox,
implants, et al.). We seem to want to hide
our scars, imperfections, and wounds. But
now I wonder if, ultimately, it’s those quirks,
wounds, scratches, and imperfections that
make us a more interesting and
meaningful society — and a more humane
one.

By Karina Kreminski, October 25, 2022.

https://www.missioalliance.org/author/karinakreminski/


What did you think of Karina’s article? What aspects resonated with you? What parts did you
find difficult or challenging?

Karen Armstrong, in her book “The Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life” suggests that one
aspect of the journey toward compassion involves seeing and welcoming ourselves, warts
and all. Consider the statement by Jesus in Matthew concerning the greatest commandment:
Matthew 22:34–40. How is Jesus’ statement about love for neighbour reflected or understood
with regard to love for oneself? Consider Jesus’ statement in the light of the above reading by
Karina Kremenski.

When considering compassion or love for self, how do the words of Philippians 2:5–8 guide us
in the way of compassion for self and for others? How are humility and compassion
connected?

Many cultures both greet and farewell one another with a bow. Often the word of greeting or
farewell includes a blessing. For example, in Korean the word for goodbye, “Annyeong,” literally
means, “I wish you peace.” When a person in Myanmar makes a greeting they say “Mingalaba”
which means “May you be blessed” or “Auspiciousness to you.” Each greeting is always said
with a bow. Body language tells us a lot about humility and compassion. What might we learn
about compassion and humility from the forms of greeting above? Reflect on the body
language we use in greeting one another e.g. in worship. Discuss.

Reflect on the words of Paul in 2 Corinthians 4:5–12. Karina Kremenski suggests that we
encounter Jesus in life’s ʻimperfections,’ that is where we ʻfind meaning and memory.’ What do
you think she means by this? How do the words of Paul in 2 Corinthians cast light on our
understanding of self and the journey of compassion in Christ?

Discussion
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Set aside some time each day this week
to read slowly and reflect on Paul’s words
in 1 Corinthians 13:4–8:

4 Love is patient; love is kind;
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant
5 or rude.

It does not insist on its own way;
it is not irritable or resentful;
6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but
rejoices in the truth.

7 It bears all things,
believes all things,
hopes all things,
endures all things.

8 Love never ends.
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EMPATHY
The core of the Christian faith is the cross.
Billions of people over the past two
thousand years have been drawn to this
emblem of pain and suffering, this image of
extreme agony. Brutally beaten,
misunderstood, abandoned, and accused of
wrongdoing in which he had no part, Jesus’
suffering, a sign of the cruelty humanity
inflicts on one another, is at the same time
the sign of redemption. Jesus’ suffering
redeems the world. So, we are strangely
drawn to this horrific image, on the one
hand preferring to turn away from this
confronting scene, while on the other hand,
our hearts are moved with empathy and
fellow feeling. This should have been me. It is
our hearts, our emotions that are moved by
the thought of someone who would be so
deeply understanding of our plight that he
would choose to walk with and identify with
all of the experiences of humanity.

As we consider the life of Jesus reflected in
the gospels, we see compassion at work.
We hear Jesus’ words of love and empathy
toward those humanity preferred to ignore
or turn away from. We see in Jesus’ life, over
and over again, a way of living and relating
that moves us beyond ourselves and our
small minded perspectives. In Jesus, we see
and experience,
the hand that
reached out and
brought healing and
hope to those
forgotten by society.
The same hand that
reaches out to us. 

As Jesus weeps with his friends (John 11:28–
37), welcomes little children (Luke 18:15–17),
weeps over the entire population of
Jerusalem (Luke 19:41–44), washes his
disciples’ feet (John 13:12–15), utters words
of forgiveness in his agony on the cross
(Luke 23:34), and reaches out to Peter who
had abandoned him at his hour of greatest
need (John 21:15–19), we are moved by
Jesus’ humanity toward others. We enter
into these accounts, not as some
bystander completely disconnected from
these descriptions, but moved in a way
that brings us to reflect on our own lives in
such a way that we are drawn to the One
who has lived and breathed compassion,
even to death. 

The obstacle we face however is that we
are divided against ourselves. (The apostle
Paul wrestles with this issue in the book of
Romans.) We are conflicted as we struggle
to face our deeper selves and the needs of
others. We prefer to be stoic in the face of
grief, after all, “grown men don’t cry,”
rather than lament with those who are in
deep sadness. But in Jesus, as we read the
gospel accounts, we identify with those to
whom Jesus reaches out and we become
more empathic as God’s gift of the Holy
Spirit opens our hearts to the Way of
Christ. 
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Early in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is
approached by a Scribe (a religious expert)
who declares that he will follow Jesus
wherever he goes. Jesus replies, “Foxes have
holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the
Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”
(Matthew 8:18-22). Early in his ministry, we
capture this picture of Jesus as one who
identified with the suffering of the poor and
homeless. In his suffering he felt with the
suffering of others. That is one of the
reasons, I think, we are so drawn to Jesus.
His empathy had its foundation in suffering
and feeling with others in the reality of their
lives. Equally, the suffering of our own lives is
not something to deny, avoid, or repress.
Our own suffering is a rich resource to
acknowledge and which might help us to
appreciate something of the suffering of
others. In fact, research over the past few
years has identified a strong connection
between sadness, empathy, and
compassion.

As a young lawyer traveling in South Africa,
Gandhi was thrown off a train after refusing
to move because he was sitting in a first-
class carriage that was forbidden to
“coloured” men.  That event marked the
beginning of a lifelong campaign of
nonviolent resistance to oppression.

Take a few moments to watch
this YouTube clip:
https://youtu.be/cDDWvj_q-o8

How did you feel watching the YouTube
clip? What do you think was the purpose of
this clip?

You might like to take a few moments
reflecting on a gospel account that sits
deeply with you. Not at the intellectual
level, but at the heart level. What
particularly moves you about that
account? How has it shaped your faith
journey? If you are with a group, you might
like to share with others.

Read Romans 12:9–21. It would be easy to
consider these verses as a list of things to
do, that are somehow disconnected from
the reality of day to day living. Rather, read
these verses with the Gospel accounts of
Jesus’ compassion in mind. Perhaps reflect
on one or two verses in the light of
relational experiences you might be facing
at the moment. Which verse or verses
speak to you at the moment? What makes
you say this? 

As you consider Gandhi’s experience in
South Africa, what life experience has
helped you to become more sensitive to
the needs of others? What suffering in your
past have you perhaps avoided that might,
in fact, bring care and concern into the
lives of other people? Only share if you feel
comfortable to do so.

Let this time of sharing direct your time of
prayer for and with each other.

Discussion

https://youtu.be/cDDWvj_q-o8
https://youtu.be/cDDWvj_q-o8


In prayerful awareness we mentally stand
back and observe our behaviour while we
are engaged in the normal processes of
living. We do this in order to discover more
about the way we interact with people,
what makes us angry and unhappy, how to
analyse our experiences, and how to pay
attention to moments of each day.
Awareness is not meant to make us
morbidly self-conscious, scrupulous, or guilty;
we are not supposed to pounce
aggressively on the negative feelings that
course through our minds. Its purpose is
simply to help us explore them more
creatively.

In her book, ʻTwelve Steps to a
Compassionate Life,’ Karen Armstrong says
that when we are engrossed in thoughts of
anger, hatred, envy, resentment, or disgust
that our horizons shrink and our creativity
diminishes. “We tend to assume that other
people are the cause of our pain; with
prayerful awareness, over time, we learn
how often the real cause of our suffering is
the anger that resides within us...
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PRAYERFUL
AWARENESS 

“Similarly, we will become aware that the
acquisitive drive is never satisfied. As you
progress, you will notice that once a desire
is fulfilled, you almost immediately start to
want something else….”

Calm dispassionate appraisal of our
behaviour helps us to become aware that
our judgments are often biased and
dependent on a passing mood, and that
our endless self-preoccupation brings us
into conflict with people who seem to get
in our way.

But you will also see how upsetting it is
when somebody behaves like that to you
— and, conversely, that an unexpectedly
kind or helpful act can brighten the day
and change your mood in an instant.

“Once we know that the cause of so much human pain is within
ourselves, we have the motivation to change.

We find that we are happier when we are peaceful than
when we are angry or restless... We can make the effort to

cultivate these positive emotions, noticing, for example, that when
we perform an act of kindness we ourselves feel better... Instead of

being afraid of what will happen tomorrow, or wishing it was this
time last week, we can learn to live more fully in the present. Instead
of allowing a past memory to cloud our present mood, we can learn

to savour simple pleasures — a sunset, an apple, or a joke.”



The above comments are a summary of a chapter from ʻTwelve Steps to a Compassionate
Life.’ If author Karen Armstrong were here today, what questions would you want to ask her
on this topic of prayerful awareness? What new insights did you gain as you read this section?
What did you find challenging or difficult? What made you say that?

A reading of the Book of Acts in the New Testament reveals that prayer was a regular and
daily experience of the early church. People prayed together at various times of the day and
made it their practice that, wherever they might be, to find a place and time where they
could join with people as they prayed together.

The day of Pentecost finds the apostles and others waiting in prayer (2:15), the new believers
gathered together daily for prayer (2:46), Peter goes up to the rooftop to pray at midday
(10:9), Peter and John go up to the temple to pray in the afternoon (3:1), Paul and Silas pray and
sing hymns at midnight (16:25), Paul and his companions go to the ʻplace of prayer’ outside
Philippi (16:13). Each of these instances of prayer scattered throughout Acts suggest that
prayer was simply part of the everyday expression of faith. Luke doesn’t highlight these
moments of prayer, but rather, includes them as an integral part of the everyday life of the
early church.  It was the Apostle Paul who reminded the church in Thessalonica to ʻpray
without ceasing.’

What step or steps might you take to become even more attuned or prayerfully aware of the
daily interactions in which you engage, so that they might become moments of awareness of
Christ’s presence? As moments of self-discovery?

Spend some time in prayer seeking God’s grace to open our hearts and minds in prayerful
awareness. You might like to begin with the concluding words of Psalm 139:

Search me, O God, and know my heart;
    test me and know my thoughts.
See if there is any wicked way in me,
    and lead me in the way everlasting.

Discussion
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Read this short quote written by a young
woman reflecting on her grandfather’s
funeral.

My grandfather’s barbershop chorus sang
him a tribute and, for the first time in my
fourteen years, I witnessed tears cascading
down my father’s face. That moment —
with the lilting sound of men’s voices, the
hushed audience, and my father’s sadness
— is permanently etched on my heart. And
when our family first had to euthanize a pet,
the love in the room — shared by my father,
brother, and me — took my breath away.
You see, when I think of these events, it is
not sadness that I most remember. It is
union between souls. When we experience
sadness, we share in common suffering. It is
one of the few times when people allow
themselves to be truly vulnerable. It is a time
when our culture allows us to be completely
honest about how we feel.”

Quoted in Susan Cain ʻBittersweet: How
Sorrow and Longing Make Us Whole,’ p 13.

What do you think of this young women’s
assertion that in sadness there is ʻunion
between souls’?

When does our culture allow us to be
completely honest about how we feel?

Can you think of a time when you found
yourself deeply connected to someone else
through shared sorrow?

If you are with a group, share briefly.S
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SADNESS & THE
UNION OF SOULS

Susan Cain, in her book ʻBittersweet’
suggests that compassion has its roots in
shared sorrow, and that perhaps rather
than subscribing to our culture’s perpetual
pursuit of happiness, we might be better to
come to terms with the inevitable pain.
She suggests that it is in experiencing
sadness and sorrow, in its many and varied
contexts, that we connect with one
another most significantly and most
honestly. 

For Christians, Christ’s suffering centres our
faith, drawing us to the One who has
shared the suffering of humanity to the
point of death. At the cross we find
ourselves standing in solidarity with all of
humanity. It is in this place that we
experience the ʻunion of souls’ and we see
one another in the light of Jesus’ suffering
and death. We are reminded that we are
one and the same and that another’s
suffering could equally be our suffering.
In the cross, we are united with Christ in his
suffering, this common suffering through
which Christ draws us to himself. 



Read Isaiah 53:1–9, traditionally referred to as ʻThe Suffering Servant.’

What stands out for you as you read this passage? What makes you say that?

It is the writer of Isaiah who refers to the Suffering Servant as ʻa man of suffering and
acquainted with griefs’ (v3). What makes this theme so central to faith? How do you think this
shared sorrow works out in the day to day of our lived lives?

 

If you are with a group, take some time to talk about your own experiences of how shared
sorrow has resulted in reaching out with compassion to others in various circumstances.
Then spend some time in prayer.

Discussion
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Take a few moments to read the poem below by Danusha Lameris.
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Grace is not the opposite of action. Nor is
action to be confused with things I must do,
rules, and regulations. Nor for that matter,
should rules and regulations be used as an
excuse to not find ourselves at the forefront
of action.  Action is simply the outcome of
grace. The natural momentum which
springs from being deeply loved and
embraced with the gracious gift of open
armed acceptance. Grace becomes the
foundation, the starting point that leads over
and over toward looking away from self and
toward the needs of the other. So, if grace
nudges me toward putting in some practical
steps toward compassion, then so be it. Not
as a rigid set of things to do, or a set of guilt
induced guidelines to be adhered to, but as
a way toward enacting grace in the world.

If random acts of kindness works for you,
go for it. If creating ʻspots of time’ in which
to action compassion, then do it. Perhaps
begin each day considering how I might
“Treat others as I would like to be treated”
or “Not do to others what I would not like
them to do to me.”

Reflect on how the fruit of the Spirit (love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control) might
become that gentle, transformative
presence in your day to day interactions. 



Danusha Lemeris’ poem on the previous
page explores the small kindnesses that
grace our day. What might be the
difference between ʻRandom Acts of
Kindness’ and the ʻSmall Kindnesses’ of
Danusha’s poem?

Consider the words of the Apostle Paul in
Galatians 5:22–26. These words are often
explored from the perspective of the
individual or understood as personal.
However, take a moment to ponder these
verses from the perspective of
compassion. The fruit of the Spirit is not for
my personal holiness or sanctity or as
something to be owned. It is a gift given for
the sake of others as a way toward
compassion. How then might the fruit of
the Spirit become more deeply realised in
your life? Take a few moments to discuss
each aspect as a way toward compassion.
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Discussion Explore the verses preceding the above
verses, Galatians 5:16–21. Why do you think
the Apostle Paul first lists those things that
are in some ways the opposite of the fruit
of the Spirit? It is tempting to skip over this
list in favour of the fruit of the Spirit.
However, there is some efficacy in facing
the dark aspects of our nature, both
personal and collective. Acknowledging
that our failings are also a part of who we
are and that it is through God’s grace that
the fruit is endowed upon us. Take a few
moments to explore and perhaps discuss
these shadow aspects of which the
apostle speaks.

Notice the language with which the apostle
speaks of each list. The first he calls ʻthe
works of the flesh.’ The second, ʻthe fruit of
the Spirit.’ What does the apostle want us
to understand in using these different
terms to contrast the way of the flesh and
the way of the spirit?

As you reflect on the fruit of the Spirit and
the way of compassion, how might you
become more sensitive and responsive to
the ʻfruit,’ the grace which is demonstrated
in the way of love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control?

Spend some time in prayer.
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