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“The Love We Were Made For: A Sermon Compassion” 

 

Hearing all these steps out loud, 

I’m wondering if you’re thinking with me: 

Well, that‟s completely and utterly daunting!! 

I can barely make it through the day!  Right? 

So let’s take a breath, let us shake off the pressure to perform, 

Let us set aside any of our ‘A-type’ tendencies, 

And let me give us some definitions first (because you know how I love words!), 

And then I want to share with you a story that has kept coming to me 

As I have been reading Karen’s book. 

 

First, let me tell us what compassion is not:  

It is not just a hallmark card word!   

It is not just a pulpit word or a Sunday morning word! 

Compassion does not mean pity.   

It does just mean being really, really nice. 

Compassion is not easy, and Compassion is also not impossible. 

In other words, becoming a compassionate person is always a work in progress, 

Because as soon as you have accomplished step #12 (I’m some of you already have!), 

That means it’s probably time to revisit Step #1.   

 

From the Greek pathein and the Latin patiri, this is what compassion literally means:   

„to undergo, to experience, to endure something WITH another person, 

To feel her pain, to feel his joy, 

As if you were walking in their shoes, walking in their homes,  

Literally standing with them, even in them, at a particular moment in time. 

In my reading of Karen Armstrong I was struck to discover  

that in both the Hebrew and the Arabic,  

the word for ‘compassion’ – rahman –  

Derives from the word that means ‘womb,’ 

because the womb evokes 

The capacity we have to teach, sooth, protect, and nourish each other. 

Says Armstrong, we humans are more 

Radically dependent on love that any other living thing. 

And just like the mother that gets up to her crying infant 

Night after night, whether she feels like it or not, 

And just like the father who has to learn to control 

His own exhaustion or frustration, 

Armstrong tells us that the call toward compassion requires stamina, fortitude, 

Selflessness, dedication. 

And in response to the question, why?  Why love like this? 

Why have compassion like this? 

We can imagine, with the idea of compassion as womb in mind, 

the response a parent gives, no matter how tired or discouraged: 

 “Because I must; because it is the love for which I was made.” 

 



 2 

But these are just words. 

Instead I want to introduce us to three people I witnessed,  

and then I want to tell us  

The true story of how they met, because rather than talking about compassion, 

We should see it demonstrated. 

 

Meet Janice.  I don’t know Janice, but these are the things I imagine: 

I imagine that 12 years ago Janice left the country of her birth – Ghana –  

And emigrated here to Eastern Massachusetts. 

She was drawn here because after her husband died, 

She longed to join her sister, who had emigrated here long 

Ago and was the only family Janice had left. 

In Ghana Janice was a teacher at a secondary school, 

A job she loved, 

But when she moved here she was told that she didn’t have the proper 

Degrees or the right certification.   

So after 15 months of bouncing around menial jobs, 

Janice landed a position as a home health 

Aid for the elderly. 

She was good at her job,  

so good two years ago she assumed supervision of a small,  

but brand-new elder care facility in one of our nearby towns. 

Situated at the end of cul-de-sac and surrounded by large,  

well-kept private homes, 

It was an unexpected place to find a care facility like this; 

In fact, the location was not without its controversy. 

But Janice loved how the surroundings made the place feel like an actual home 

Instead of an institution. 

In the late afternoons of the summer she would often wheel the patients  

Out onto the front yard so they could watch the neighborhood kids 

Cruise around the cul-de-sac on their scooters and bikes 

One time, on a particularly beautiful early evening, the whole staff 

Went in the yard and took turns with a hool-a-hoop as the residents watched. 

Times like that softened the edges of what was hard work. 

Indeed, it took stamina, fortitude, and a deep reserve of selflessness 

To get through some of those 10 hour days, days when she tried 

To have empathy (step 4) even as she was reminded often how little she knew (step7). 

 

Next, meet Christine. 

I don’t know Christine, but these are things I imagine: 

I imagine how much her life has changed in the last 10 years. 

Ten years ago she was young and single and living it up in Jamaica Plain, 

And now she is a young mom out in the suburbs, parenting with her husband 

Three kids all under the age of 7.   

They are beautiful, but there is an ‘all day, everyday’ quality to parenting 

That still astonishes Christine. 

Money is tight with her working only part-time and her husband not  
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Having received a raise since the recession began, 

But the big mortgage on the house is worth it to them, 

This house like a dream…with a large back yard, 

Big kitchen, plenty of room, 

All located at the end of a cul-de-sac with hardly any traffic 

Where her children can ride their scooters and their bikes 

Free of worry. 

This changed two years ago when she learned 

That an elder care home was moving in 

Directly across the circle from her home. 

Not wanting to embody the ‘not in my backyard’ mentality  

that always troubled her when reading about other places and other people, 

Christine tried to be mindful (step 5) – that is, she tried to step back 

And not react from the impulse to oppose this home because it changed 

The nature of her neighborhood (and your property values, said a friend). 

But some days were better than others, and Christine often lost patience 

With the increased traffic on her street, the ambulances coming and going 

At all hours of the night, 

The cars of staff members parked around the circle. 

“I know I should feel concern for these people,” Christine would tell herself, 

Echoing step 9, “but….” And then her voice would trail off, silent 

In frustration that her surroundings, her home, had changed. 

 

Meet Betty. 

I don’t know Betty, but this is what I imagine: 

Betty was born in 1935 in Georgia, 

The twin sister in a family with 5 other children. 

The birth was hard, and while her sister was born beautiful 

And healthy, Betty had trouble, 

Something about her brain being deprived of oxygen for a time. 

As they grew up, her sister served as Betty’s protector, 

Betty whose mind never developed beyond 

That of a child. 

As adults they moved together to Los Angeles, 

But later in life Betty’s health declined  

To the point that her sister could no longer care for her. 

With a sense of great resignation, her sister decided to  

Accept her brother’s offer and send her to Massachusetts. 

 “There is a new place near me,” he told both sisters,  

“a nice place in a cul-de-sac.  I know it‟s not home, 

But….” and his voice trailed off, 

knowing that he was trying to act (step 6) out of compassion 

for both his sisters, but also knowing how painful this was 

for all of them. 

 

And so now it is a late summer afternoon, the light clear 

And the air with a hint of coolness, a hint that summer is nearly over. 
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Janice is inside the home preparing the 10 trays for the evening supper, 

One staff member is off in the living room with some of the residents, 

Another is responding to a mini-crisis in one of the bedrooms; 

In other words, it is busy.  So busy that no one sees Betty  

As she wheels herself ever so slowly down the hallway, 

Unseen, out the side door that should have been locked, unseen, 

To the top of the inclined driveway, unseen. 

Why is Betty there? 

Does she want to watch the children playing? 

Does she want to get fresh air? 

Do these summer nights remind her of LA and remind her of her sister? 

We do not know. 

All is we know is what I saw the day I just happened to be there 

In that cul-de-sac picking up a child from a friend’s home (not Christine’s). 

We see Betty begin to scoot herself forward in the chair, 

We see the chair and Betty gather momentum down the driveway,  

We see the chair turn sharply to the right, 

And then we see Betty tumble forward out of the chair and down, 

Down, down the driveway. 

 

And do you know how sound travels slower than vision? 

After the vision of the fall there is the sound: a wailing, a moaning. 

And then what do we see? 

From across the street we see Christine, Christine on the porch 

With her children, Christine who perhaps all day has been annoyed and exhausted 

Because last night an ambulance roared into the street, waking her up 

Her up yet again, and waking up her youngest, yet again, 

But there is Christine, running across the street, 

Running to Betty’s side, running toward step 6 again - action;  

step 9 - Concern for someone unlike herself;  

step 11 - recognizing someone else’s pain. 

“I just want to go back to LA,” Betty cries. 

“I just want to go back to my sister.” 

 

Janice comes running out the house, having heard the noise. 

“Betty!” she yells, and then more softly, “Betty.” 

Christine puts her hand under Betty’s shoulder, 

Lifting her up to the sitting position. 

And then seeing Janice, Christian rises with anger: 

“Weren‟t you keeping an eye on her?”  

“Where were you?” 

 

“You ever done this job!  Janice fires back.  

“You ever tried to care for 10 grown people! 

but then more softly – step 8, how we speak to one another –  

she says to Christine: 

“Thank you for being here; I am sorry you had to be here.” 
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“I just want to back to LA,” Betty says again. 

“I just want to go back to my sister.” 

 

There is a crowd now; I am among them. 

Together we lift Betty back into her chair.   

Despite the pain she is in, and the cut elbow, 

She fights us.  She does not want to go back inside. 

She wants to be free; she wants to go home. 

Christine whispers into Betty’s ear, trying to calm her.   

And then Janice whispers into Betty’s ear, trying to calm her. 

Together they are almost in chorus now, 

These two women who while not quite enemies, 

Are certainly not friends. 

“We know, Betty,” they say, as they wheel her back  

To the top of the drive; 

“We know,” they say, as they wheel her back inside. 

 

And my point in telling us this story 

Is not so that we pity Betty, or dislike Christine, 

Or judge Janice. 

It is to help take us inside the lives of these three women for a moment, 

Walk in the shoes, 

Imagine their stories, 

Nurture compassion for the place each is coming from. 

Because this I know: 

There is a version of Janice, 

There is a version of Christine, 

There is a version of Betty in each one of our lives. 

Some days we notice them;  

some days we are blind to them. 

Some days we are witnesses to the compassion at work in them, 

And some days, even, we are witnesses to the compassion 

At work in us in response to them. 

 

So these are the questions I want to leave us with: 

Where and with whom are you being invited toward 

Compassion on this fourth Sunday in September, in the year 2011? 

Think specifically. 

Which step out of the 12 do you most need 

To nurture as you accept that invitation? 

Is there a hard phone call you need to make? 

Is there a different practice you need to adopt? 

Is there a face-to-face conversation you need to have? 

In what ways is your stamina and fortitude for this work 

Stretched thin? 

And in what is your stamina and fortitude for this work 
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Restored? 

 

In our discerning may we know that we are made 

For these kinds of questions, for we are made for this kind of love. 

May we know we have chances every day, all day to answer. 

May we know we are forgiven our missed opportunities. 

May we know we begin again in love. 

Say with me: Amen.  And blessed be. 

 


