Gut Reaction

Mark 6:30-34, 53-56

Slide: Abbe and Mary Emily
Little Abigail Claire was
learning to walk. She was getting
pretty close to doing it, too. About
a year ago, I watched her Mother
very closely monitor her little
almost toddler as Abbe stood up,
took a little step forward and then
fell. For one tiny moment, you
could tell that Abbe was uncertain
if she would cry. In fact, it almost
seemed like she was trying to
decide. But, then the face got red
and the tears welled up. I then
observed her mother tell her in a
very sweet and calm voice:

“You’ll be ok. See, not even a booboo. Sometimes we fall when we
are learning something and
walking is something you are
learning. I’m right here next to
you when you try again.”

I remember saying, “Wow,
Mary Emily, your PhD in theology
and philosophy is showing,” but
really, what she said to her
daughter, even though her
daughter couldn’t understand it,
was the start of a practice of
compassion and empathy. My
friend could have responded to
her daughter by picking her up

and saying, “There, there, that was
horrible to fall. Here, let me carry
you,” and indeed, there are times
to do that when a child truly hurts
themselves. But then, if you
respond that way always when a
child falls, that child will never
learn to walk and they will never
be able to fail at something
without being rescued.

Just this little observation in
the very simple life of Abigail
Claire reminded me of the
difference between pity and
compassion. I suppose the
definition of pity and compassion
may be similar according to a
dictionary, and maybe some
people would make them
synonyms if they aren’t thinking
about it too deeply, but really,
when we pity someone rather than
have compassion on them, the
differences are in motivation and
in action.
Slide: Pity or Compassion

For instance, when someone
says, “I pity you,” hearing that in
your own situation, would you
consider that negative or positive?
Likely, you are thinking that it’s
negative. And, there is a reason
for this. Unlike compassion, pity
assumes an element of blame and
even of superiority – meaning that
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I can have pity for you in your
situation because I am neither in
your situation nor likely will be.

It’s not unlike the analogy of
two people who watch the same
documentary about drug
addiction together. Both can feel
deep emotion for the people who
are addicted. Both even can wish
that it were not so for those
people. However, the one who
pities tends to hold the addicted
person solely responsible for their
predicament, while as one who
has compassion is able to see that
the person who is addicted
struggles with an illness, one that
easily could happen to anyone in
the just the right situation or
circumstances. Pity is feeling
sorry for a victim. Compassion is
imagining yourself in their
position and being able to suffer
with them. Compassion is walking
a mile in someone else’s shoes.
Pity is being sorry their feet hurt.
Slide: God Moments

Pity or compassion? How
are we as Christians to be in the
world? Which is the Christian
response to suffering and even in
just our everyday relationships?
And, how should it look in our
lives as Christians as we serve the
neighbor, each other, and even

view ourselves? Today’s Gospel
reading gives us a very big clue
and it’s Jesus who essentially
shows us. He doesn’t even need
to say it. He just does it.

“As Jesus went ashore, he
saw a great crowd; and he had
compassion for them, because
they were like sheep without a
shepherd; and he began to teach
them many things.”

Here we are told in scripture
that even though Jesus and the
apostles were very tired and
needed rest, Jesus had
compassion. He had compassion
upon them. But, this compassion
here is not synonymous with pity.
Pity naturally assumes some
superiority in the one who is not
the victim. Literally translated, at
least in the Greek, compassion
here in Scripture is the feeling that
comes deep in the gut. Jesus is
having a gut reaction to the need
of others, so to speak.
Slide: And He Was Moved

Along the way, the word
compassion came to be
understood as that gut feeling you
get when you need to do
something, to be moved, and to
walk with someone where they
are, just as they are in the present
moment. Compassion, as it is put
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plainly means to accompany
someone in their suffering because
you yourself can see your own
suffering along with them, even
when that suffering looks a bit
different for each person. Pity is
not relational but compassion is.
Looking at the Gospel
reading for today, we see Jesus
sitting with the crowd and
teaching them. His compassion
then took on another layer when
he allowed people to touch his
cloak so that they may be healed.
But, Jesus didn’t pity the crowd.
He didn’t make them victims nor
judge them for their own
situations. Compassion is being
with people where they are and
walking with them while they live
with difficulty. His gut reaction
was to stay with them in their
need, despite how tired he was at
the time.

And, here is the truth about
being human, which our Lord
Jesus knew in his own life: life
includes suffering. We can spend
time asking why suffering occurs
and asking why is a fair question.
Even Jesus asked why God would
abandon him on the cross. We
often want to know the answer to
why. We may not know the why
suffering is even as we muddle
through the reasons, but one thing

we do know: suffering is a part of
the human condition. No being
on the planet escapes without
encountering it, in small ways and
in large ways.
Slide: Mother Theresa

How many here can raise
their hand to say they have never
encountered or lived through a
time of hardship? No one could,
not even Jesus. Jesus knew
suffering because he was mocked,
betrayed, abandoned and killed.
Jesus knows our suffering because
he himself has been through it.

If someone has a cold,
chances are you have also had a
cold. You can have compassion
on someone with a cold because of
your own experience having had
it. Someone with cancer, too, can
deeply be with those who have
had cancer because they truly
know what it is like. But, the true
nature of compassion is when you
don’t know what the suffering of
another is like but you do spend a
moment trying to imagine what it
would be like for you to go
through the same – that is the gut
reaction of Jesus Christ in today’s
short reading. By relating to
another person, knowing that they
may suffer just as you may have at
one time, removes the judgement
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that we humans tend to have on
those suffering because we come
to know that suffering is simply a
part of being human.

Here at St. John’s, we are in
the business of compassion. In
fact, it’s stated in our mission
statement. We are to be a River of
Compassion for the world. The
members of St. John’s along with
our staff work tirelessly to walk
with those who suffer and I hope,
we walk with each other with
compassion as well. I have seen it
very clearly in just the last couple
of weeks.
Slide: Summer Stretch

Summer Stretch – This summer, I
have observed compassion in the
youth and mentors of in our
Summer Stretch program. They
worked at Feed My People, pulled
weeds, met people at Sojourner
House, and many various service
experiences in our community.
But, I’m always impressed that
what they really are learning is the
act of compassion, of relating to
those who are having difficulty. If
you go down the hallway and
look at their God Moments that
they wrote each week, you will see
it clearly. Here are just three:

“I saw that Ralph was pretty
lonely and that he told us how
nice it was to have visitors.”

“You shouldn’t judge people
because you don’t know really
what’s going on in their lives.”

“No one chooses to be homeless.
Anyone can find themselves in
that situation.”

These God Moments are
moments of compassion where
our youth and mentors found
themselves relating to those in
need in such a way that they had
the gut reaction to be there for
them, to help them where they
are.
Slide: Pie and Ice Cream Social

Community and World –
Community and Table Ministry

Another area I saw
compassion here at St. John’s just
these last two weeks was at our
Pie and Ice Cream Social. On the
surface, a fundraiser doesn’t
always feel like it would be an act
of compassion, but if you delve
further, many of the people who
raise money for the Community
Table ministry are people who
have experienced making or
eating a meal there alongside
those who need a meal.
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And, when at the
Community Table, our St. John’s
members don’t just make a meal,
serve it and leave. They get to
know the people who eat there.
They sit down with them and
share the meal together. And
anyone may come share this meal,
anyone from the community
whether in need or not. There,
those who serve the meal at
Community Table bring
themselves as they are and are in
relationship with others where
they are. Compassion like Jesus
has is simply seeing people and
imagining their difficulties as if
they are like yours.
Slide: Hands

As we see with our Lord
Jesus, compassion is a gut
reaction. Jesus felt it deep in the
gut. He could relate to the people
who were without a shepherd and
be present where they were at that
time. Some of them even
experienced healing.

way can we, the people of God at
St. John’s, learn to be with others
who suffer in this way? How can
we walk along those around us
who are in hardship, knowing that
we also know hardship in our
own lives in some way or another?
What might that look like to be a
more compassionate place for
those who happen in here?
Slide: Compassion and Jesus

Today, come to the Table of
Compassion, where Jesus meets
you and sits down with you for
healing and wholeness. Come to
the healing station offered. Come
hear that God doesn’t pity you but
instead understands you because
Jesus has been there, too. And
then, look to the neighbor and see
them where they are, too, so that
we may see Jesus everywhere in
the world around us.
Amen.

And, Jesus has compassion
upon you, here, today. He longs
to walk with you, not to chide you
or judge you, and especially not to
pity you. Jesus longs to be in true
relationship with you and suffer
along with you. For, when you
suffer, Christ suffers too. In what
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