HAVING COMPASSION

THE GOOD SAMARITAN

The painting is by Vincent Van Gogh.

As a young man, Vincent volunteered for service as a missionary in Africa.

But he was rejected at the interview.

Instead he spent a number of years serving the poor peasant families in a rural parish.

This gave him a great sympathy for the lives of ordinary people.

Compassion for humanity is at the heart of the parable of the Good Samaritan.

Note the details of the painting:


the empty box, thrown aside by the robbers,


the priest absorbed in his book.

Note the disturbed, uncomfortable mood in the wild landscape.

The three central figures in the painting are very striking.

The mule is distinctly ill at ease about the whole thing.

There is an awkwardness in the two struggling figures:

The victim is perhaps wondering if he is being mugged all over again.

The Samaritan, looks as though he could he do with some help!

There is nothing sentimental or romanticised about the scene.

Vincent knew from experience that having compassion and helping people involves hard work.

The difference between the characters in the story lies in the actions they take.

The priest and the Levite both saw but then passed by and did nothing.

The Samaritan saw and was moved to do something about what he saw.

Instead of passing by, he went towards the man in distress and helped him,

in very practical terms.

His action was prompted by his inner compassion. Compassion is the key word.

THE WEEPING MOTHER

Here, we see a mother mourning for a dead child.

It is a photo of one of the many tragic events of the Balkan wars.

But it has a universal symbolism as an icon.

The picture is appropriate to the gospel story of Jesus and the widow of Nain.

Like the story of the Samaritan, the scene at Nain involves a journey and a chance encounter on the road.

We can imagine the noisy, happy crowd accompanying Jesus,

and the sudden shocked silence as they come face to face with the other group

coming towards them on a very different journey.

Jesus sees the grieving widowed mother and is moved to compassion.

He responds by acting like the Good Samaritan.

He goes closer and touches the stretcher on which the dead body is being carried.

It was strictly taboo to touch anything connected with a dead body.

Jesus’ compassion makes him cross over the boundaries and break through the barriers imposed by convention and tradition.

Once again a person who was dead is restored to life.
THE BLIND MEN OF JERICHO

This scene brings us back to the road to Jericho.

Like the Good Samaritan, Jesus is just passing along the road, when he comes across someone in need of help.

Like the Good Samaritan, he is moved by compassion.

He interrupts his journey to help those in need.

He has the blind men brought closer to him and he touches them.

The picture by the French artist Poussin focuses on the moment when Jesus touches one of the blind men.

We can also think about the part played by those who bring the blind closer Jesus so that he can touch them.

Does this describe the role of the Christian educator ?

COMPASSION
In each of the stories we have looked at,

the gospel writers talk about someone “being moved by compassion”,


Jesus is moved by compassion


the father of the prodigal is moved by compassion


the Samaritan is moved by compassion.

Compassion is a key word.

But it is significant that in all these passages the gospels do not use any of the traditional biblical words for pity and mercy (familiar to us, for example, in the Psalms).

Instead, they choose a special Greek word splangchnizomai, which means “to be inwardly moved”, physically and emotionally. It is related to the noun splangchna. Your splangchna are your inner vital organs - intestines, liver and heart.
This is very human language. It is a way of referring to a person’s inner being in very physiological terms. It is about “gut reactions”, and “burning inside”.

The Samaritan has splangchna. A burning feeling of compassion deep down inside.
Jesus has splangchna..

Jesus acts like the Good Samaritan. Compassion impels him to go towards others, to reduce the distance, to overcome barriers. He reaches out to them, he touches them. He becomes involved with them.

Can you see Jesus as the Samaritan ?

Can you see yourself as the Samaritan ?

Can you feel what he felt ?


You’ve got to have splangchna.
“You gotta have heart!”

Feeling compassion and showing it in a physical, material way is central to the Christian understanding of love and service of others.

If someone who has this world’s goods sees his brother in need and still closes his heart (his splangchna) against him, how does God’s love abide in him?  1Jn 3.17

WAITING FOR THE FOOD SHOP TO OPEN

This picture by L.S. Lowry is entitled “Waiting for the shop to open”.

In it, we see a crowd of people. They are very ordinary people. They are hungry people. They are patient and trusting.

They are waiting in the hope and faith that the door will open and food will be available.

As we look at them we can think of the scene described in Mark 8.1-4:

Jesus had compassion on the crowds.

We are told this many times by the gospel writers.

It was compassion that led Jesus to heal people’s infirmities

to teach the multitudes, 

to feed them by multiplying the loaves and fishes.

It is significant for us that Jesus gave his disciples the task of actually going out among the crowd and distributing the bread.

Through the disciples he feeds the people with “bread in the desert”.

The story has strong echoes of Moses and connects with the Eucharistic discourse of John’s gospel.
The Bread of Life is the Word of God, the source of true life.

As a disciple of Jesus the Christian Educator is invited to feed the multitude with bread in the wilderness of today.

We know what bread stands for. What does the desert symbolise for you today ?

Jesus felt compassion  for ordinary people.

Compassion is what made St John-Baptist de La Salle take that first step towards those in need.

Compassion will make us take the first step towards people who are in need today 

Compassion must be the starting point of our mission today as Lasallian  Educators


our mission to the ordinary people


to those we meet on the road and in the street,


to young people who are hungry for the nourishment of an education


to those who have been metaphorically mugged along the road of life


to those who have become lost.


to those who are in danger of spiritual death.

As we look at this crowd of people, let us reflect on how Wisdom invites everyone to a come to a banquet of good food and fine wine.

ADDITIONAL MATERIAL
THE PRODIGAL SON
(Use the picture by Rembrandt, which focuses on the moment father and son come together.

In this story there is a different kind of journeying and a different kind of “falling among thieves”. The result is the same - a broken human being. At the heart of the story, is the response of the father. There is only one thought in his mind. He is moved to compassion and he acts just like the Samaritan. He sees his son, and he goes towards him. He reduces the distance between them. He touches him, embraces him.

We can also note that the son was metaphorically dead and is now restored to life.

In this he is like the traveller on the road to Jericho whom the robbers had left half dead.

“Your brother was dead and is alive; he was lost and is found”. (15.32).

