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"The Compassion of Christ"

Two wonderful stories of resurrection and new life!  From I Kings in the Hebrew
scriptures, we have the classic tale of Elijah and the widow of Zarephath, where by the power of
the God of Israel, her last bit of oil and meal, last for days and days, allowing the prophet, the
woman and her son to continue to survive throughout the length of the drought and its
accompanying famine.

Then we have the story from Luke.  Clearly based on the Elijah story, with the bringing
back to life, the son of a widow, and the resulting belief in the power of God to do great and
miraculous things.  In the Elijah story the woman ultimately says, "Now I know that you are a
man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your mouth is true."  Likewise, in Luke we hear the
crowd of mourners say, "'A great prophet has arisen among us'! and 'God has visited his
people!'", thus comparing Jesus to Elijah as a great prophet of God.

Previous to this, Luke tells us another healing story where a Roman centurion, who has a
favorite slave who is ill and near death, sends word to Jesus by way of some local Jewish elders
who have great respect for him.  Through them, the centurion asks Jesus to heal his slave.  As
Jesus draws near the man's home, some friends of the centurion meet him and give him the
message from the centurion, that he need not come to his house, but merely say the word and let
the servant be healed.  Jesus remarks of the great faith of this man, a Roman and Gentile at that,
and the servant is healed.

By contrast, in our story for today, we have Jesus coming upon a crowd and seeing the
grief and anguish of the mother of the dead man, likely knowing the position this death puts her
in.  That is, without a husband or son to care for her, she will have little chance of survival. 
Without a husband or male heir, any property she had would revert back to her husband's family. 
She would be relegated to the margins of society, suddenly vulnerable to the alienation and
exclusion of her community.

And so, we see that Jesus is moved, and feels compassion for her.  Unlike the previous
story, Jesus' action is not brought about by anyone's request.  In this story, no one asks Jesus to
do anything.  The raising of the man to life again, is not brought about by anyone else's faith or
belief, but is initiated by Jesus himself.  It is a result of the compassion and mercy he feels for
this widow.

Luke places a special emphasis on that "compassion" that Jesus feels.  He uses a special
word to describe it.  In the Greek it is pronounced "splanchnizomai."  It is the same term Luke
will use when he tells Jesus' parable of the Good Samaritan as he comes upon the man who was
beaten and left for dead and is moved to come to his aid.  And he will use this term again when
he tells another parable of Jesus', where the father of the prodigal son sees his son returning
home and is moved to run and greet him.  The word means "to be moved in the inward parts", a
reference to the heart, lungs, liver and kidneys, what were considered the nobler organs, the seat
of the affections.  It basically describes that sense of connection we feel with another person,
deep down inside ourselves, deep in our guts, when we realize their deep need and suffering.



Jesus is moved to such a degree that he has to act.  He does not wait for an invitation.  He
does not have to think about it.  His compassion moves him to do what he knows he must do.

One of the commentaries I read about this passage uses an interesting image.  Gregory
Anderson Love, Associate Professor of Systematic Theology at San Francisco Theological
Seminary, suggests that this story in Luke is unique in that it presents us with two parades.  A
parade of death, characterized by the dead man, his widowed mother, and the grieving crowd,
and a parade of life, characterized by Jesus, his disciples and the crowd that has come with him. 
And that the interaction of the two, brings into full view the reign of God.  Where, by the power
of the Spirit of God, death is overcome by life, the marginalized brought back into community,
and grief is transformed into joy and amazement!  This is the new order of God's reign being
ushered in by Christ.  This is the power of compassion and mercy!  

There are times when we as a community are asked to respond to some need, and we do
that willingly, as best as we can.  But there are other times when we will be moved to deep
compassion, when the need before us touches us to the core, where our insides feel all twisted up
and we seem to have no choice but to act, to respond, to give ourselves over fully to the work we
feel called to.  It is in these times when we feel moved to make a difference, to change the world,
to act and to not hold back, that we see most clearly the reign of God in our midst, the power of
the Holy Spirit within us, and the face of Christ upon each and every one of us.

This is what we are called to be.  A parade of life!  A people so moved by the
compassion and mercy of God, the energy and motivation of the Spirit within, that no parade of
death, no darkness, no isolation or division, no grief or pain or violent power will ever stop us.  

May we give ourselves over so fully to that compassion of Christ, that the love of God
and the presence of the Holy Spirit, lead us as we move forward together.  Amen.


