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St Andrew’s on the Terrace             Pentecost 4          17 June 2018          ‘Compassion transcends Religion’

Readings for the Gathering     Hebrew Bible                                                                                        Leviticus 19:13-18
 13 “‘Do not defraud or rob your neighbour.  “‘Do not hold back the wages of a hired worker overnight.  14 “‘Do not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block in front of the blind, but fear your God.   15 “‘Do not pervert justice; do not show partiality to the poor or favouritism to the great, but judge your neighbour fairly.  16 “‘Do not go about spreading slander among your people.  “‘Do not do anything that endangers your neighbour’s life.   17 “‘Do not hate a fellow Israelite in your heart. Rebuke your neighbour frankly so you will not share in their guilt.  18 “‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, but love your neighbour as yourself. 
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                                                                                                                                                                                 Deuteronomy 6:4-9 
4 Hear, O Israel: God our God, God is one. 5 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 6 These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. 7 Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. 8 Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 9 Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.

Gospel	 The Greatest Commandment                                                                                                    Mark 12:28-34  
28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”
29 “The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is this: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these.”  32 “Well said, teacher,” the man replied. “You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other. 33 To love God with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbour as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions.

Contemporary reading: Third stanza of the Compassion Charter inspired by Karen Armstrong 
We therefore call upon all men and women to restore compassion to the centre of morality and religion ~ to return to the ancient principle that any interpretation of scripture that breeds violence, hatred or disdain is illegitimate ~ to ensure that youth are given accurate and respectful information about other traditions, religions and cultures ~ to encourage a positive appreciation of cultural and religious diversity ~ to cultivate an informed empathy with the suffering of all human beings—even those regarded as enemies.

Reflection:
I’ve had some tough conversations this week.  As I indicated in the e-news, they have made me ponder what movements and actions are truly compassionate.   Is compassion only ‘warm and fuzzy’ or does it sometimes need an iron hand within a velvet glove?

There’s the saying ‘What Would Jesus Do?’ and I have asked myself that a few times this week.  In the Gospel reading today we have an example of a tough conversation in which Jesus makes a characteristically wise reply.  His reply also gives a peek inside the depths of his religion - the Jewish religion from which Christianity springs.   The conversation we eavesdropped on in the Gospel reading from Mark 12 was one of a string of conversations grouped in this chapter.  If all these conversations happened on one day, Jesus would have gone home wrung out and exhausted!    The first test was a question of economic and civic loyalty – was it lawful (from the Jewish point of view) to pay taxes to Caesar?  This drew from Jesus the now famous line “Render to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and to God that which is God’s”.  

Then a different group of priestly lawyers asked what the position in heaven would be of men and women who’d participated in the ancient Jewish welfare system where a man married his dead brother’s wife to provide her with security.  How would this work out, they asked, in the case of a family of 7 men, all of whom had successively married their brothers’ wife.  That is, they asked, ‘Which of the 7 brothers would be her husband in heaven, since they had all married her one by one on earth?’[footnoteRef:1]  Jesus’ wise response was that in the afterlife there is no marrying or being given in marriage so the question is irrelevant (thought he was wise enough not to add that last bit!) [1:  This is a very typical scholarly Jewish question.  Theology in Jewish circles was hammered out by such question and answer methods, including the posing of hypothetical questions such as this one.] 


After hearing this discussion another scribe comes up with perhaps the grandmother of all questions: “Which commandment is the first of all?”

If you have ever read through the first five books of the Bible, particularly Leviticus and Deuteronomy, you can see the breadth and depth of the trap opening at Jesus feet.  Which to choose?  Even restricting himself to the famous 10 commandments of the Mosaic legend, he has only a 10% chance of getting it right.

Jesus also knows the depth of the law however.  He chooses from it a commandment which all of his audience would have known well.  Jewish homes have mezuzah, plaques, on their doorframes in obedience to this law to teach the commandment about love and devotion to God.  To love God with heart, soul and strength was to be impressed on Jewish children.   It was to be talked about at home and when walking along the road.  The love of God was to be their preoccupation when they lay down and when they rose up.  The people were told to tie them as symbols on their hands, to bind them on their foreheads and finally, to “Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”[footnoteRef:2]  This ancient scripture commanded that these commandments given that day were to always lie on their hearts. [2:  ] 


And Jesus links with that first great commandment a second one.  It is not  that he is saying – this second one is less important.  By tying love of neighbour to the all-important first commandment, he is elevating love of neighbour to a sacred status.  It also reflects the structure of the 10 commandments:  basically the first five of which are about love of God and the second five about relationships between human beings, that is about relationships with your  neighbour.

So what does this have to do with compassion you ask?  These conversations between Jesus and the scribes highlight the heart of the Judeo Christian religious system.  Love of God and love of neighbour are the powerful duo which govern all our religion observance.  What did the scribe say in reply to Jesus’ judgment of the commandments? “Well said, teacher,” the man replied. “You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other. To love God with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbour as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  

More important than any religious ritual we might perform, or chairtable action we might take, however costly, is love of the sacred and love of humankind.  This is the core, the heart.  The great Story which illustrates this is the story of the prodigal father who splashes love prodigally on two sons who least deserve it.  Love does in fact conquer all.

So when the third stanza of the charter for Compassion states… “We therefore call upon all men and women to restore compassion to the centre of morality and religion ~ to return to the ancient principle that any interpretation of scripture that breeds violence, hatred or disdain is illegitimate”… when the Charter states that we need to sit up and listen as a parish and as a Church.  

Right here, in the core of our ancient and organising scriptures is the goal, the aim of being Judeo-Christian.  It is to celebrate and practice love.  Our morality and our religion began with Compassion at the centre.  How has it become displaced from that position?  How have we begun to interpret scripture so that “violence, hatred and disdain” are permitted and made legitimate.  How have we allowed that to happen?

Somewhere along the road, keeping the rules has become more important than loving people in a deep, true and lasting sense.  Maintaining a so-called purity has become the goal, not love.  Being loyal to a group of a certain kind of human beings has become the goal rather than loving all neighbours as we would like to be loved ourselves.

Love, compassion, mercy, they all are facets of this love in these two stunning commandments.   How then do we show this compassion?

The statement “love your neighbour as yourself” trips off our tongues but is a complex, intricately psychological statement.

It has often been interpreted as loving your neighbour more than yourself.  More than one person has told me of learning the acronym ‘JOY – Jesus first others second and yourself last’, but this is not what Jesus is saying.  If we stick with that acronym, he is advocating J-YO – Jesus first, yourself next and others the same as you.

Unless we are loving and compassionate towards ourselves, we cannot offer the same love and compassion to others.  If we put others consistently ahead of ourselves, we will burn out, become bitter and resentful.  All the good we think we are doing becomes dark and dangerous.

And, if we are being compassionate to ourselves and compassionate to others, what does that mean?  Both for ourselves and for others it does not always mean allowing ourselves or them only what we want.

Being compassionate to a small child does not mean giving them the litre container of ice cream and a spoon because they want it.  Being compassionate to an elderly parent is not letting them live on in a dangerous and unhealthy situation, despite their deepest wish being to remain where they are.  Being compassionate to a church is not letting it continue unaware of the issues which face it.  Being compassionate to a beggar on the street may or may not be to give them money without knowing their background.

Sometimes applying compassion in the way we need to apply it might mean we cause or allow pain and grief in the short term.  That might seem counterproductive to a person’s comfort and well-being, yet in the long run it the truly compassionate thing to do.  Until the person has to re-evaluate and regroup they will not learn what they need to learn.  Think about that carefully.  

We also need to remember that it is also rare that the person needing such compassion will realise it.  They may not see initially that your seemingly harsh compassion is what is needed.  Initially applying compassion may even break relationships and seem to cause more trouble than it’s worth.

This ‘tough compassion’ or ‘tough love’ is not however, what the third stanza of the Charter is about!  

The third stanza is confronting those times when a group intentionally interprets scripture so it separates, divides, discriminates and excludes others who should be within the circle of compassionate love.   

This may be done with great intention but it is also usually done through a deep unconsciousness of what forces actually are driving the situation.  Though they are unaware of it, it is usually homophobia, misogyny and racism which are the driving forces, not compassion, nor love, not even tough love.  

Those who exclude the person who is Other to them do so usually for their own comfort and easement.  They feel less afraid, less unsettled if they can surround themselves with people just like them.  We are not immune from those forces as we are finding,  the more we learn about gender identity issues and look into our deepest heart of hearts at our own discomfort with difference.

Fortunately, as we read on to the rest of the third stanza of the Charter, I detect a different attitude amongst those under thirty towards inclusion and acceptance of gay and transgender and intersex human beings.  

But the stanza makes a valid point that young in our society need good role models of compassion when it is warm and fuzzy and compassion when it is tough and uncompromising.  We do not have a lot of children and young people in this congregation, so what organisations are we supporting which do “ensure that youth are given accurate and respectful information about other traditions, religions and cultures” which do “encourage a positive appreciation of cultural and religious diversity” and which do “to cultivate an informed empathy with the suffering of all human beings—even those regarded as enemies.”  Can you name me some which we support?

In our fight to right wrongs and reverse injustice we too need to remember to show compassion and love of both types (warm and tough) to those on the other side from where we are.  Using violent words or showing disdain for those with whom we disagree is to fail ourselves in living a compassionate life.  Casting asperations at those of a more conservative bent is to ourselves show disdain and to exclude.

The Leviticus reading today gave us a practical list of actions to avoid if wanting to show compassion and love towards your neighbour – let’s leave them ringing in our ears as we finish so we are brought back to earth with concrete, routine attitudes:

13 Do not defraud or rob your neighbour.  
Do not hold back the wages of a hired worker overnight.
14 Do not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block in front of the blind. 
15 Do not pervert justice; 
do not show partiality to the poor or favouritism to the great, but judge your neighbour fairly.  
16 Do not go about spreading slander among your people.  
Do not do anything that endangers your neighbour’s life.   
17 Do not hate a fellow human being in your heart. 
Rebuke your neighbour frankly so you will not share in their guilt.  
18 Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, but… 
love your neighbour as yourself. 

So may it be
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