8 Believe: Compassion
Rick Brown
ChristBridge Fellowship (non-denominational)
Tomball, Texas
October 12, 2014

She was sitting about five feet to my right. Dark skin. Maybe ten years old. She was wearing a white dress, a ribbon in her hair, and no shoes on her feet.

She had no shoes on her feet but she had a Bible in her lap. She caressed it like it was a prized gift. I wanted to ask her about it but couldn’t because of the barrier between us. She was Haitian and I was American and neither of us spoke the other’s language. But apparently we both spoke “Bible” so I stole a few glances to see if I could tell where she was reading.

Karen and I had taken a group of teenagers to Haiti for a week of working in a clinic, building a water well, and inviting people to a meeting at the church at night. She had come, dressed in probably the best dress she had to wear. And she had brought her Bible.

As the interpreter translated our friend Reg Cox’s message I wasn’t listening. I had heard Reg before but had not seen this girl before. After a few glances I could tell she had her Bible open to the Psalms. Even in her language I could tell it was the Psalms by the way the script was laid out on the pages.

She was turned to Psalm 34. I opened my English version and read this verse in Psalm 34:18: “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.” I can’t prove to you she was focused on that verse. She left before I could get the interpreter to help me visit with her. But I like to think that verse was special to her.

It’s become special to me. After seeing poverty at a level I had not experienced my heartbeat’s rhythm had been altered. I wasn’t unlike many who think that those who are making it well in life financially, relationally, and professionally are the ones God must be most pleased with. But I learned that day that although he loves those people he is near to the brokenhearted. He saves those who are crushed in spirit.

If we want to be near God it equates that we need to be near the brokenhearted too. We need to sit with those who are crushed in spirit. But we don’t often move in that direction, do we? We have enough on our plates. Enough worries of our own. Didn’t even Jesus say not to worry about tomorrow because today has enough worries on its own?

It’s not easy to look on our own problems, much less those of others. The leather-skinned face of the sign holder at the intersection. The scared eyes of the orphan in the war zone. Or a child in a poverty stricken country that has little to eat and less to hope for. It’s easier to escape into the beautiful world of the rich and famous or merely look away.

But followers of Jesus can’t. We believe God calls all Christians to show compassion to people in need. We believe that because Jesus demonstrated it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Matthew chapter nine depicts a series of events involving Jesus in what appears to be a short time frame. It begins with Jesus arriving in his own city. Immediately a man who is a paralytic is brought to him for healing. Jesus did more than heal his legs. He first healed his heart. He told him his sins were forgiven and then told him to get up and walk. When he did, the crowds were afraid.

I’d have called that a pretty good day. Not Jesus. He moves on from there and sees Matthew sitting at a tax booth. He called him to follow, Matthew did, and the next scene is at Matthew’s house. A party has commenced with all of Matthew’s tax collector and sinner friends.

Then some of John’s disciples find Jesus and ask him for a short lesson on fasting. My guess is they were tired of fasting and saw Jesus and his disciples eating. They were ready to jump ship and needed a good rationale to do so.

If that isn’t enough Jesus then has a ruler ask him to come and touch his dead daughter so she can live. On his way a woman doesn’t wait for Jesus to touch her…she touches him and is healed. Then Jesus gets to the ruler’s house, makes everyone go outside, and he takes the girl by the hand and she got up. Word of this spread like a California canyon wildfire.

Jesus isn’t done yet. He heals two blind men so they can see and one mute man so he can speak. 

I’d be ready for a vacation. Not Jesus. Matthew writes:
And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

Notice that you aren’t the only one to live a busy life. Jesus had periods where the needs were many and the opportunities for rest were few. He traveled through cities and villages, not as a tourist but as someone there to make a difference. 

Matthew points that out and then adds, “When he saw the crowds…” Jesus “saw” the crowds. He “paid attention” to them. He “noticed” them. He “ascertained what must be done about it.” All meanings of the Greek word “see.” Jesus didn’t merely glance at the crowds and see a lot of people. He saw people.

I would have seen a headache. I would have seen interruptions on my time or money or plans. Jesus saw the crowds and his seeing moved him to compassion.

Compassion is an interesting Greek word. It means “to be moved to one’s bowels.” Not a pleasant thought, right? But at that time the Greek world believed the bowels or the intestinal area…the “gut”…was the seat of the emotions. Compassion, then, is a word to describe something that moves us deep within. Some would call it getting “a kick in the gut.”

When Jesus sees the crowd he has compassion. When he sees you and me he has compassion. In perhaps the most famous short story ever—the Prodigal Son—we’re told the father sees the son in the distance and has compassion on his son and runs to him. God is the father. We are the child. He has compassion on us. He sees us and is moved to help us.

There is much to learn from Jesus. Sometimes we see right past people. Jesus sees right into them. 

I was fortunate to spend some time with a man named Stanley Shipp. Stanley trained young people to see the people around them. One summer I spent a week with Stanley. I took a small group of teens to St. Louis for a week of learning how to let Jesus live through our lives.

I was a young youth minister learning to live like Jesus myself while learning how to train teens to do the same. I asked Stanley how he did it. He said, “I think we have to learn how to see the person. There’s always more going on behind what’s going on.”

He had a way to teach his interns this truth. Stanley had a connection with the man who started the Taco Bueno franchise in Abilene, Texas. He would take his interns and have them work at a Taco Bueno and put them on the Saturday night closing shift. He did that so they would not get out until about 4 a.m. They’d have to go home, get about three hours sleep, and then show up at the church to help.

I asked him why he did this. Stanley said, “Rick, we have to understand that some of the people in our churches look listless and maybe not too excited, not because they don’t love God, but because they are tired. But they’re there.”

Stanley saw people like Jesus did. That’s the first thing a follower of Jesus must learn to do: see people like Jesus sees people. Instead of looking away, look into them.

Seeing as Jesus sees makes compassion possible. Compassion is the “kick in the gut” that moves us from seeing a person to helping a person.

When I was in college in Abilene—where I’d often eat at that first Taco Bueno—I worked for a paper company. One day I was on a delivery run and while getting back into my van noticed someone over by a dumpster. I got in, put my clipboard away, and kept an eye on him.

I kept an eye on him not because I was concerned about him. I was concerned about me. He looked a little shifty. Unshaven. Old clothes. Hanging out behind a business. His eyes kept darting around to see if anyone was looking. I figured he was waiting for his chance to come up to my van and take my money.

That’s what I saw at first. But then I watched him lean over and look into the dumpster. After rummaging around for a minute he hopped back onto the ground. In his hand was what looked like half of some fast food sandwich thrown away in its wrapper.

That’s when I saw him. And something hit me in the gut. At first it was a kick to my self-righteous, self-preserving attitude. Then it became a kick that moved me to do something. I pulled out my wallet and found my vast fortune of twelve dollars. I quickly calculated that would easily buy me three meals at Taco Bueno. It was a big sacrifice for a college student. But something told me he needed it more than me and the paper company was about to give me another paycheck anyway.

I quietly approached the man, looked him in the eyes, and asked him if I could encourage him with a gift. He would barely look up. It may have been some time since anyone looked him in the eyes. But he eventually met my eyes with his. He took the money and I drove off. 

Not empty-handed, though. I learned that once we see someone as Jesus sees them then Jesus will lead us to help people the way Jesus would help people. When compassion is developed in us because we are following Jesus our lives will change.

The big difference between sympathy and compassion is that compassion moves you to do something. After Jesus saw the crowds and had compassion on them he looked at his disciples and said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest” (Matt. 9:37-38).

Seeing people and helping people will move us to pray. And when we pray, God will move us to do something. What stops many of us from doing something is we think it has to be something big. Instead of doing something we do nothing.

You didn’t get that idea from Jesus. He has an affinity for things small. Matthew later records these words from Jesus:

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.’”(Matthew 25:34-40)

Give food to someone hungry. Give a cup of cold water to the thirsty. Hand out clothes to those in need. Visit the sick and imprisoned. Yes, those actions don’t sound like much. Nothing world changing, right? And probably not anything you’d even remember. 

And that’s how Jesus likes it. He wants compassion to be so much a part of his followers that compassionate action is something they do without keeping record. He wants his followers to love those who are the marginalized. The lonely. The poor.

The brokenhearted and crushed in spirit. He’s near to them. And because he is, we are too. 

The compassion of God is a prized gift. Hold onto it like my Haitian friend did her Bible. And give it wherever you see a need.
4

