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       “THIS IS OUR SONG” 
            2)  The Song of Compassion 
Rev. Ron Dunn                         October 15, 2017 

It has been a difficult week.  In fact, it has been a difficult string of weeks over the past 
month or so.  Over this period of time, we have witnessed a string of tragedies and natural 
catastrophes unlike anything we can recall—from shootings to hurricanes, from 
earthquakes to firestorms.  In a relatively short span of time, we have witnessed the loss and 
suffering of a great number of people.  And in the wake of it all, we may well find ourselves 
wondering if and when it will ever end.   I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling a bit numb 
inside as I try to wrap my mind around all the suffering that we are seeing.  There are only 
so many news stories that I can read—only so many breaking news reports that I can watch.  
At this point, it all feels a bit overwhelming to me. 

That is my confession and I have a suspicion that I’m not alone in this regard.  I am making 
an educated guess that, at least some of you, are also experiencing these feelings.  I am 
guessing that you too are experiencing what might be called, a case of “compassion fatigue.”  
It’s not that we don’t care, because we do.  It’s just that it is difficult to feel too deeply or to 
care too passionately about too many concerns all at once.  When our compassion must be 
spread out across many different areas of concern, it becomes, at points, a little thin. 

Now, I want to be clear that I am not suggesting, therefore, that it is justifiable to distance 
ourselves from these concerns or the need to care.  I am not suggesting that we simply tune 
out the media and narrow our focus only to what has a direct impact upon us.  Instead, I am 
suggesting that we acknowledge the reality and, in some cases, the inevitability of passion 
fatigue.  Rather than try to deny it, how much better to face it directly as we seek to 
discover ways in which our ability to care for others flows out of a wellspring of 
compassion and love…a wellspring that does not dry up. 

In our current series of sermons, we are thinking about the refrain from the great hymn, 
“Blessed Assurance.  You will recall that it holds a very simple and succinct message:  “This 
is my story, this is my song.”   

Initially, we focused our attention on our story as a congregation and as a people of faith.  
Last week, we shifted our focus from the story that we share to the song that we sing:  
“This is our song.”  You may remember that I suggested that our song is essentially, our 
response to the “Good News” of the story, that is, the “Good News” of God’s grace at work in 
our lives.  I further suggested that it is the “Song of Service” that is “square one” in the 
choice to follow Jesus.  It is the choice not to be served, but to serve that most clearly 
reflects the word and the witness of Jesus.  So it is that we celebrated our commitment to 
serve in both our worship and in the service projects that followed. 

This morning, we consider yet another dimension of this song that we sing.  This 
morning, we consider the SONG of COMPASSION.  Now, in some ways, it is very easy to 
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link service and compassion together and to see them as one piece.  And while that is 
understandable, a case can be made to suggest that compassion is not only foundational for 
the choice to serve others, it is also essential in the work of doing justice, of loving 
kindness, of walking humbly with God.  Compassion then, is the fuel that powers our choice 
not only to serve others, but our choice to build a better, more just society.  When David 
Vasquez-Levy was with us a few weeks ago, he quoted Martin Luther King in his 
benediction.  In a message at Riverside Church in New York, King said: 

“On the one hand we are called to play the Good Samaritan on life's roadside; but 
that will be only an initial act. One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho 
road must be transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and 
robbed as they make their journey on life's highway. True compassion is more than 
flinging a coin to a beggar; it is not haphazard and superficial. It comes to see that an 
edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring.” (A Time to Break Silence) 

Service is important and essential.  But, unless we are willing to “transform the Jericho 
road,” unless we are willing to restructure the systems that perpetuate injustice and 
inequality, our service will have little impact.  For any lasting change to take place, the Song 
of Compassion must be sung with passion and with purpose. 

The word, “compassion,” comes from the Latin, “cum patior,” which means, “to suffer 
with,” or to “share solidarity with.”  Frederick Buechner expands upon this understanding 
by suggesting that, “Compassion is the sometimes fatal capacity for feeling what it’s 
like to live inside somebody else’s skin.  It is the knowledge that there can never 
really be any peace and joy for me until there is peace and joy finally for you too.”  
(Frederick Buechner / Wishful Thinking—A Theological ABC)  

That is a rather blunt, but powerful way of defining what compassion is all about.  It’s about 
crawling inside someone else’s skin.  It’s about feeling what they feel and seeing what they 
see.  It’s about wanting their peace and the joy just as much as you want peace and joy for 
yourself.  There is, as Dr. King made clear, nothing haphazard or token about it.  It’s a 
feeling that wells up inside of you—demanding a response. 

Compassion is the “life blood” of our life together.  It is the foundation upon which we build 
the ministry of service and construct the framework of justice.  In our lesson from the 
Gospel of Mark, this morning, we are given a brief glimpse of the compassion that fueled 
the ministry of Jesus.  It is in the wake of the horrifying news that his cousin, John the 
Baptist, has been beheaded by King Herod.  Jesus, feeling the grief of this loss and the 
exhaustion of his work, invites his disciples to travel by boat with him to a “deserted place,” 
a place where they can have some down time together.  But, the people will not be denied 
in their need.  Anticipating where Jesus is heading, they travel by foot and arrive ahead of 
Jesus and his disciples.   

One can only imagine the disappointment that Jesus must have been feeling in that moment.  
And yet, Mark offers this poignant description of Jesus’s reaction to the throng that awaited 
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him:  “As he 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.”  (Mark 6: 34)  

I imagine that Jesus was experiencing a strong case of compassion fatigue.  Not only that, but 
he was dealing with his grief over the death of John the Baptist.  And yet, Mark tells us that, 
nevertheless, Jesus was moved to compassion by the sight of this large crowd for they were 
“like sheep without a shepherd.”  Compassion was the life blood of Jesus’ ministry.  It gave him 
the strength and the energy to feel what others felt and to care deeply about them. 

As we think about our life together as a community of faith, as we think about the story of 
God’s “Good News” at work within us and the song of our response, it is this same ability to feel 
what others feel—to experience personally their pain and their joy—that enables us to fulfill 
our calling as God’s people. 

Last week, as we celebrated the legacy of service in worship and the projects that followed, 
little did we know that a firestorm that would, that very night, engulf the wine country of the 
Napa Valley.  Little did we know that we would soon be facing a new tragedy with all of the 
feelings of hurt and helplessness that it would generate.   

But here we are.  Thousands of people are suddenly without homes and without a place to stay.  
Work schedules have been disrupted.  Schools have been closed—some burned to the ground.  
Normalcy seems like a distant dream.  Given the immensity of this tragedy, it is difficult to even 
know where to start and what to do. 

Several years ago, we printed the wise words of Arthur Ashe on our “The Church Has Left the 
Building” T-Shirts:  “Start where you are.  Use what you have.  Do what you can.”   

I find this to be helpful advice in those moments in which I may be tempted to feel overwhelmed    
or helpless.  It has a way of grounding me in the understanding that I don’t have to solve the 
problem in one fell swoop.  We can start where we are by acknowledging our frustration and 
fear.  We can name our sense of overwhelm and then, allow our compassion to move us beyond the 
temptation of paralysis.  We can do what we can today and let tomorrow take care of itself.  We can 
take a first step on the long journey. 

We can use what we have.  I don’t have to have unlimited resources at my disposal.  I can use 
what is already available to me.  And it is precisely here that, as a part of the community of faith, 
there are many resources that are available to me.  This past week, Bruce Fitch walked into my 
office and asked me what we would be doing to address the need created by the fire.  When I told 
him that we were in the process of trying to determine the best course of action, I simply said, 
“Well, I have a house that I would like to share with a family who has a need for a place to stay.”  
And in that moment, I was reminded that, as a faith community, we have many resources at our 
disposal, many resources to share with others. 

Finally, “We can do what we can.”  We don’t have to try to do it all.  We don’t have to bite off more 
than we can chew.  We can just do what you can—one step, one moment, at a time.  Today, after 
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this service, we are going to have an organizational meeting in response to this need.  We are 
inviting people to come by and indicate their interest to be included as we organize our efforts 
around providing food, shelter, clothing and emotional support for those who have been 
devastated by the fires.  We aren’t going to try to do it all.  We are simply organizing to do what we 
can—often in lots of small ways—for the benefit of those who are in need. 

Start where you are.  Use what you have.  Do what you can.  Here is a simple, three step 
reminder that can help to cultivate the seed of compassion that God has planted within us. I 
would like to invite you, this morning, to take it to heart and allow it to guide your response 
to the need that is before us. 

During our stewardship focus this fall, we are thinking about why this community of faith is 
worthy of your support, both personally and financially.   

It’s a fair question and one that deserves a thoughtful answer.  And I believe that, the 
answer, at least in part, lies in the fact that, when we are true to our calling, we are not only 
moved by our compassion to walk in the shoes of others, but we are moved to do that 
together—to share our resources, our talents and our gifts in our response to the needs of 
others.  And it is together, you see, that we can accomplish far more than we might ever 
accomplish on our own.   

It’s been said that being a Christian is essentially about allowing your heart to break 
over the very things that break the heart of God.  That is, I think, an excellent 
description of what compassion is all about.  It’s about having your heart break over those 
things that break God’s heart. So, allow me to ask:  What is it that breaks your heart this 
morning?  Who are the people that you hurt for?  What are the needs that make you weep? 

We are called, sisters and brothers, to sing the song of compassion and to sing it with a 
purpose and a joy that is great enough to overcome our discouragement and despair.  We 
are called to sing the song of compassion even as we allow God’s Spirit to use us as 
instruments of hope and healing in our broken, bruised and yes, burned out world.  Amen. 
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