Putting Together the Pieces: Compassion & Change
Psalm 146 & Luke 7:11-17


I recently read that our brains are hardwired for compassion.

In labs around the world, scientists are studying MRIs, brain scans, neurotransmitters, genetic codes, evolutionary paleontology, and other tests that measure human emotional responses and reactions to other people’s pain. What they’ve discovered is that the later-day evolution of the limbic brain—with its capacity for feeling, emotions, and bonding—marks us as human.


This research points to compassion as the emotion that links us to those outside ourselves. It, thus, is a dimension of what it means to be fully human.


A different kind of research also points to compassion as something more than simply a human effort to mask self-centeredness. Theologians and church historians have identified compassion as a thread that runs through the fabric of most religions.

 
The writer and lecturer Joan Chittister contends that religions—despite their diverse creeds, canons, rituals, liturgies, and claims of superiority—have two things in common. One is some form of the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have others do unto you. The second—which Chittister describes as “the undisputed and indispensable moral compass” of all religions—is compassion, “the unwavering ability to feel pain that is not our own.”


Our scripture readings today represent two of those religious traditions.

The psalm we read praises the compassion of God in keeping with the Jewish tradition. It describes the compassionate God as the one who created the universe, who is constant and faithful, who cares for the oppressed, and who is concerned about the physical needs of humanity. And the psalm teaches that God acts out of divine compassion to alleviate human distress and defend those without rights—the prisoners, the blind, the oppressed, the innocent, the sojourners, and the widowed and fatherless.


The story in our reading from Luke places Jesus in this same tradition of divine compassion. Jesus sees someone on the margins—a widow who’s only son has died, a woman who’s lost her only source of protection and support. Jesus responds with compassion. His compassion is more than an understanding look or a sympathetic word. It motivates him to act on behalf of the woman and to give her what she needs most. Jesus raises the woman’s son from the dead and returns him to her.


In both of these readings, divine compassion comes as a gift. The recipients don’t have to do anything to earn or deserve it. They don’t have to act faithfully or live gratefully. When divine compassion comes into their lives, they simply have to decide whether to receive it.


Scott Walker learned his own lesson about compassion. 


It was a hectic Friday as Walker and his wife got ready for a weekend trip. Walker rushed to the bank on his way home from the office to withdraw some money for the trip.


He was walking back to his car when he heard a slurred voice, “Hey, man, I’m hungry! How about helping me get some lunch?”


Looking around, Walker spotted a young man he’d seen before at the local homeless shelter. The man’s name was Johnny, and he’d obviously been drinking.


Walker didn’t intend to give Johnny money that most likely would go for more alcohol. So he tucked his billfold into his pocket and brushed past Johnny.


Walker was halfway down the block before Johnny’s words finally caught up with him. He’d been so wrapped up in his own thoughts and plans that he hadn’t really paid attention when Johnny said, “I’m hungry.”


Walker stopped and turned around. He walked back to where Johnny was hustling someone else coming out of the bank.


With a firm look that suggested, “You’re not gonna pull one over on me,” Walker said, “Johnny, if you’re hungry, I’ll buy you lunch. But I’m not going to give you any money. Is that a deal?”

 
Walker could see the hesitation in Johnny’s eyes. The offer wasn’t the best the young man could have hoped for—but it wasn’t the worst either. Finally Johnny grinned and said, “Sounds like a deal to me.”


The two men were standing in front of a restaurant. Walker nodded toward the door and said, “This looks like a good place. Let’s go.”


Johnny shuffled in, looking uncomfortable among the neatly dressed business people inside the restaurant. He followed Walker to the cash register where the manager was standing.


Walker gave the manager a subtle wink and said, “My friend needs a meal. I’ll give you ten dollars. Do you think that will cover lunch?”

 
The manager responded to Walker’s wink with a smile and said, “Sure. We can come up with something good for ten dollars.”


Walker turned to Johnny and told him to order what he wanted. Johnny asked, “Hey, man, if I don’t eat that much, can I have the change?”


Like a father answering a two-year old, Walker said, “I don’t think so, Johnny. We’re not playing that game. You get what you want to eat, and that’s as far as it goes.”


Walker made sure Johnny got seated, and then he left. Feeling good about what he’d done, he hurried home to load the car, pick up his wife, and head out of town.


He told his wife about his encounter with Johnny, but then he forget about the situation as his thoughts turned to the weekend ahead. He was to present an academic hood to the recipient of an honorary doctorate at his alma mater.


The next morning Walker and his wife rushed to get ready for the commencement ceremony. They’d overslept and were running behind. Since they wouldn’t have a time to eat breakfast at the hotel, Walker decided to make a quick run to a nearby donut shop.


At the shop, a young woman greeted Walker and took his order with a pleasant smile. As she filled a box with donuts and two large cups of steaming coffee, Walker found himself thinking of Johnny. He wondered what the young man was doing. Was he sober? Did he have something to eat?


Just then the young woman’s voice broke through Walker’s thoughts. “That’ll be four dollars and ninety-five cents,” she said as she handed him the box. 


Reaching into his pocket, Walker froze. His billfold wasn’t there. With a rising sense of panic, he remembered seeing it lying on the dresser back in the hotel. “What am I going to do?” he frantically thought to himself as he looked into the young woman’s eyes.


Glancing at the people gathered around the counter, Walker felt his face flush. Speaking in a low voice, he stammered, “I don’t believe this, but I left my wallet at the hotel. I don’t have a cent on me. Could I possibly come back this afternoon and pay you?”


With a twinkle in her eye, the young woman smiled at him. Then laughing she said, “You don’t need to come back. These donuts will be on us. Everybody needs a break every once in awhile. Take them and enjoy.”


As Walker drove back to the hotel, he somehow knew there was a lesson in all of this. In fact, it was a lesson so big that he couldn’t fully grasp it. The lesson had to do with the grace of God.


He came to realize that every one of us is equally in need of God’s compassion. Standing there in his suit and tie, he was no different than Johnny, standing on the sidewalk and asking for a free lunch.


Reflecting later, Walker wrote: “Life has a way of being a great equalizer. And if we think our own virtue and accomplishments will get us anywhere close to the door of heaven, then we haven’t lived long enough or deep enough. Sooner or later we will find ourselves reaching for our billfold of earned goodness only to find a pocket full of emptiness. We are totally dependent on the grace of God. Every single one of us. . . . The only meal we’ll ever eat in heaven is a free one, one that we never paid for or deserved.”


Walker learned something else that weekend. He realized that God is a lot more like the kind young woman in the donut shop than like he’d been with Johnny. The young woman gave with a sense of joy and compassion. She understood and felt for him. Her generosity set him free.


On the other hand, his giving to Johnny was more than paternalistic. He’d looked down his nose at the young man and given out of a sense of condescending obligation. 


Walker recalls: “Whatever he felt when I left him in that restaurant, I don’t think he felt that I loved him. Cared about him? Maybe. But loved him? Probably not. Somehow my righteous compassion did not give him a glimpse into the love of God. . . . My giving did not free him up to accept the goodness of life.”


The experience provided Walker with a missing piece for the puzzle of his life of faith. A compassion-shaped puzzle piece.


The experience also provided him with a second piece. One that represented the possibility of change.


Although compassion—whether from God or another human being—doesn’t require anything from us, it does offer us the opportunity to change.


Walker believes that the young woman at the donut shop changed his life in a significant way. The next time he sees another Johnny, he hopes he’ll remember his own empty pocket and blushing face and be a little more compassionate.


As we try to put together the pieces of our own puzzles of faith, may we also open ourselves to the lessons of compassion and the possibility of change. Amen.
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