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INTRODUCTION
Amy Lyles Wilson

One Sunday I found myself sitting near Ben, a homeless man

who visits our church on occasion. Although he is, for the

most part, uncommunicative, I think he senses that our chapel is a

place he can receive Communion and community. Most Sundays,

though, Ben seems to do nothing more than sleep, slumped over a bit

with his chin lowered to his chest.

On this particular morning, Ben appeared to be resting as usual.

What can he be getting out of this? I wondered. Maybe all he needs is an

hour off the streets. Maybe he comes for the coffee and bagels.

While I was nosing into someone else’s business instead of

minding my own, the pianist began playing a familiar hymn. Like

many of my old favorites, the song quite often brings me to tears. And

on this particular Sunday, when I was missing my dead father even

more than usual, a few simple chords had the potential to make me

weep. As I was reaching for a tissue in my purse, I heard a noise
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coming from Ben. He lifted his head only slightly, and his eyes

remained closed. But his voice was sure and clear and strong. “Let us

break bread together on our knees.”

And there it was. After I stopped crying, I realized that I would

never understand what brings Ben to church, and that it is not for me

to reason why. Quite possibly he’s driven by motivations I could never

fathom, needs known only to God. As I was leaving the church, it hit

me: I am not called to understand. Instead, I am called simply to

make room on the pew and in my heart.

Compassion: Thoughts on Cultivating a Good Heart invites us to

consider that our attention to the little things makes it easier to

appreciate the concerns of our friends, families, communities, and the

world at large. In so doing we can begin to conduct our lives with an

ever-present spirit of compassion instead of saving such outpouring for

tragic situations and natural disasters. The writers in this collection

encourage us to suffer with those who are hurting so that we might

relieve their pain and in the process heal ourselves as well. When we are

in touch with the pain in the world, we increase our opportunities to

serve others. I hope I remember that the next time I see Ben.
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WHAT IS COMPASSION?
Melissa Tidwell

When my daughter was in junior high school, she had a social

studies unit on world religions and for weeks we discussed the

various beliefs of Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians. Suddenly I found

myself defending the Christian position on the doctrines that I myself

had sometimes questioned, an odd role for the rebellious skeptic I had

always thought myself to be. My parents had been raised to be

Baptists, or something stricter, but they let me find my own way, and I

fled all the shouting and the altar calls for a more intellectual approach.

But now, as the daily ride to school with my daughter became the

daily religious debate, I began to feel the prickly defensive fear that I

had not done an adequate job of presenting the beauty of the

Christian story and so was losing my child to the Buddhists.

Projection being my default setting for unwelcome information, I

began to resent the subtle and insidious way Buddhism seemed to be

creeping into the god-talk of many of my friends and loved ones. I
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remembered how my entire seminary community had lost its head

when the Dalai Lama came for a conference being held at our campus

and almost rioted when we were told we could not meet him. Now

my daughter had joined the crowd, bringing home books by former

members of other faiths who had found more peace as Buddhists.

Well, I harrumphed, it’s easy to be popular when all you talk about is

something easy like compassion.

But as I grudgingly read the books scattered about the kitchen,

which I now saw as a window into my daughter’s heart, I noticed the

way my own heart began to respond to this subtle shift in emphasis.

Buddhism’s noble truths identify human suffering as a reality, and for

some readers the hard truth of suffering sends them skittering away

looking for a happier truth. But those who continue past the first gate

will find that the Buddhist response to suffering is compassion. It’s not

a promise of pie in the sky but a stance of profound respect and

disciplined engagement.

The concept of compassion is not alien to Christianity, but it

seems more popular with Buddhists. We Christians, instead, tend to

speak of love. And love is powerful, to be sure. But love is murkier.
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Love is confused, compromised, almost obscured by its many forms

and contexts. Humans have a hard time keeping their love pure—we

confuse eros, sensual love, with agape, selfless love; and we paste over a

lot of hostility and passive-aggressive behavior by claiming to do

things out of love.

Compassion on the other hand, seems a bit more pure for not

having been dragged through the mud of many bad pop songs.

Compassion is an earthling-to-earthling feeling, where love is the

universal application, what you feel for God, country, friend, spouse,

child, puppy, and the Boston Red Sox; all the same word.

Compassion has the added benefit of some kind of built-in

cliché protector. Christians, or at least the modern Western variety,

have badly misused the admonition to love the sinner but hate the

sin. We cannot so easily put together a snappy phrase about

compassion and sin, because there is no corresponding binary pair.

Have compassion for the sinner but be indifferent to the sin? Can’t

quite imagine it on a T-shirt.

You may argue that Buddhism does not truly recognize the

existence of sin and that the division between the two faiths should

1 1



diverge right here, but I am not so sure. Contemporary Buddhist

teacher Pema Chödrön talks about the hooks that snag and hold us

from the attainment of real freedom. The pain of those hooks relates,

at least for me, to the roots of the Hebrew word for sin, which I have

heard explained as arrows that miss the mark. The source of those

hooks and arrows is a force way so complex and sneaky powerful that

the language of love and hate is no longer adequate. God told Cain

that sin lurks outside the door, and the proper relationship of the

faithful toward that lurking menace is probably something more in

the range of a sober reckoning and cautious distance, the way one

ought to deal with wild bears and those deep-fry turkey machines.

There’s no point in hating a bear for being wild, when in fact wildness

is part of what makes us long to glimpse one out in the woods.

For all of Christianity’s tough talk, many of us are secretly dazzled

by sin, like one of the poor saps in those romantic comedies where an

oblivious twosome fail to detect their obvious attraction and pretend

to loathe the other while secretly falling deeply in—there we go

again—love. Love and sin may be that couple, and their melodrama

will play endlessly unless we can bear the pain of unhooking ourselves
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and finding a new way. That process of disengagement is painful, as

most of us who have lived a long time on a merry-go-round of good

intentions and failure can attest. To face the places where we have

been scarred and to continue tracing our pain back to its source is

precise, exacting, costly work, not for starry-eyed ingénues or clumsy

bronco busters. Those places in the human heart where we hurt are

precisely the places where we need compassionate care.

My experience has been that sinners respond a lot better to

compassion than to self-righteousness. Because compassion is not

understood as an emotion in the way love is, then feeling compassion

is rightly seen (as love ought to be) as a choice, an attitude that is

taken up with purpose and intention and held despite lapses,

roadblocks, and difficulties. Compassion chosen in this way then

becomes another form of spiritual practice, like meditation that is

incredibly simple and endlessly difficult.

Spiritual practice is another one of the things I picked up on in

reading Buddhist writers. Buddhists don’t talk so much about being a

certain kind of Buddhist but of having a certain kind of practice. A

Buddhist would say, “I practice the tonglen meditation form,” rather
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than “I am a tonglenian.” It’s a subtle difference but one that stresses

an important truth: we don’t just arrive at our faith and then never

have to lift a finger again. It is always a work in progress.

The notion of practice asks us to define ourselves in terms that

ancient Christians called a rule of life. How do I intend to live in

response to my experience of God? What kind of person am I going

to offer back to God in gratitude for my life? Not a Presbyterian life or

a Lutheran life or a Baptist life but a baptized life. What a powerful

witness that would be!

We should not choose our practice on the basis of style, though,

or from convenience or even from aptitude. Our practice comes to us

as a calling, perhaps even a gift, though with a great deal of assembly

required. If we choose to talk about compassion because we like the

way it sounds, then we are making an empty sound at best. Words

have power. Naming correctly what we want our spiritual practice to

become gives us the chance to be more conscious about how our

intentions shape our actions. And striving for compassion reminds us

to look for the opportunities to practice compassion. In this way we

take up the challenge to be the change in the world we want to see.
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Being the change reminds me of an old friend with whom I liked

to swap stories of the unintentionally wonderful things our children

said, like my daughter’s lament that I had “misunderheard” her. My

friend’s young daughter in the same way had admonished her mother

after the mother had been forced to mete out some discipline. “Mom,

you were not compassion with me.” This little linguistic slip stuck

with me because it left me with the sobering thought that I might in

fact be all the compassion a person ever knows. It is simply not

enough to have an abstract compassion in our hearts that has no

embodiment in the messy world of heartbreak and misunderhearing.

We must act out our compassion. We must be compassion.

Jesus was compassion. He was moved by the crowds who followed

him across the lake, and he asked his disciples to share their food with

the people. He was moved by the faith of those who sought him for

healing; and he touched them, got close, kneeled in the dust, wept. He

did not practice his compassion from afar but expressed it at the dinner

table with learned intellectuals, in the boat with fishermen, on the road

as he walked, even, the Gospels tell us, as he hung on the cross.
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How do we embody compassion? One way is to decide that

everybody counts. I recall being shocked during a conversation about

a global issue when the person I was speaking with said, “I just don’t

have the time to care about those people over there. We have

suffering people over here in our country too.” I suspect this was a

defense mechanism, that the person feared that opening her heart to

those who live in other places would overwhelm her capacity to

continue. I understand such fear, but I think that the antidote to

such fear is not less compassion, but more. Being more respectful of

other human beings and their pain means we cannot simply choose

where to spend our compassion, as if we were dining in a cafeteria.

The interconnection of the human family, even the complex

connections of the global economy, require us to take notice of the

others sharing the planet and its resources. Small actions, like

learning to properly pronounce another’s name, show the respect that

underlies compassion. Yes, it can be complicated, and there is too

much suffering in the world for us to work toward righting every

wrong. But knowing where Darfur is on the map can signal a

prayerful concern and remind the head and heart to work together,
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so that our compassion produces both inward and outward

expressions of our concern.

Compassion is the recognition that we all matter, which means

we have to make the courageous decision that we will care and act and

not allow our wellspring of compassion to be drawn down too low or

to be engulfed by despair. It means having the strength not to numb

out when the suffering around us seems overwhelming but to

courageously face both the pain and the beauty of living.

Above all, compassion means giving up on the idea of faith as yet

another self-improvement process, one that will make us richer or

thinner or more stylish or whatever we think we need to be complete.

To have a compassionate heart for the world includes accepting the

simple but difficult truth that the cycle of sin and hate is a kind of

narcissism, a tomb from which Jesus wants to resurrect us. On the

other side of it, our weaknesses and wounds are the holy places where

the tender power of God can come close and transform us if we wish.
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To weep

with those who suffer

does not mean

that we have a good cry

and get on with other things.

It is more that we have a good cry

and we are never the same.

—JAN JOHNSON, A GOOD CRY

�
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