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“Reigning Compassion”
Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24 & Matthew 25:31-46
It was probably over thirty years ago when the story appeared in the San Francisco Chronicle.  Berkeley, California was home for me at the time.

I do not remember the exact year the article was published.  I do not remember the title of the article or the name of the reporter but I do remember hearing the phrase “compassion fatigue” for the first time and I do remember the gist of the story.

The story was told from the reporter’s point of view.  With a few of my own embellishments, it went something like this:  As he was walking along one day in the city, a disheveled-looking man approached him, “Spare change?” the man asked.  
He had been approached by others many times before and so this encounter was not new to him.  He was just thankful that the man had managed to keep himself clean despite his disheveled look and a faint smell of alcohol.

Years earlier, changes were made in the welfare system in California with the intention of motivating and encouraging the poor to seek employment.  Funding for agencies providing social services to the poor and mentally ill were reduced substantially and in some cases cut altogether.  In every city and in many communities those without resources found themselves out on the streets.  

Soon there was talk of the “homeless” problem.  Eventually those who were “homeless” and those advocated for their well being insisted that they were not “homeless” but “houseless.”  Many found themselves living in tents or cardboard boxes.  If home was about the value of relationships within families then in some sense it did not matter if someone lived in a house or a tent or a cardboard box.

“Homeless?” No!  “Houseless?”  Yes!

“Spare change?” the man asked again.  “I want to buy a coke.  I’m thirsty,” he explained.
“Sure, you do,” the reporter thought without saying a word.  He had no change in his pockets.  He fumbled through his wallet looking for a dollar bill but realized he had none and so with some reluctance he pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it to the man.
The man's eyes widened.  “Thanks!” the man said as he reached out with his calloused hand, weathered by the sun and rain and too much time spent on the street.

The man turned away and paused for a moment looking in both directions for a break in the traffic.  The reporter stood there and watched as the man stumbled a bit to the other side of the street.

“God!” he thought to himself, “Why do I do this?  Why do they always ask me?  I’m tired of always being asked for spare change.  It’s easier just to give the money and walk away.”

“Why should I care if he goes and buys some beer or alcohol?  I just wish he wouldn’t tell me one thing and then do another.”

He looked over and watched as the man walked past the dry cleaners, a deli, and a vegetable stand with a vending machine filled with soft drinks.   The man turned into the liquor store on the corner of the block.  He pushed open the front door and walked in under a bright neon light.

The reporter waited.  

A few minutes later the man emerged from the store with a brown paper bag.  He pulled the can out of the bag and tossed the paper bag in the trash container outside the store.  He pulled the top off, lifted the can up high and took a sip.  He smiled a smile of gratitude, waved back at the reporter and quickly disappeared into a crowd of people – clutching onto his can of coke.
Thirty years have gone by and it seems we have not been able to determine how best to meet basic human needs for food, water, clothing, and health care.  Like the reporter who was approached for spare change by the disheveled-looking man, so we find ourselves faced by others who approach us.  
And like the reporter, we grow weary.  It’s compassion fatigue, we insist.  There’s nothing more any of us can do.  

Today marks the end of the church year.  It is Reign of Christ Sunday – a day when we proclaim the hope of God’s eternal realm of peace and justice.  

We are called as disciples of Jesus Christ to imitate God’s love for all creation.  If the Reign of Christ is to have any significance for us it is to understand the primacy of God’s compassion and justice for those who are vulnerable, weak and oppressed.  
That message of compassion and justice is what permeates our reading from The Book of Ezekiel and The Gospel According to Matthew.  For the prophet Ezekiel, God’s care for each member of the flock is evident.  God seeks out those who are lost.
A judgment is made of those who do not care for the weak and the lost.  That judgment is reflected in Ezekiel and in the reading from Matthew.

In the Hebrew Scriptures, sheep sometimes are an image of God’s people (Psalm 100:3; Isaiah 53:6).  That is certainly the case in our reading from Ezekiel.

In the New Testament, the image of sheep often refers to those who follow Christ, the shepherd (John 10:1-11; Hebrews 13:20).  That is clearly the case in our reading from Matthew.

On the day Christ reigns, Jesus says the nations will be separated in the same way that a shepherd separates sheep and goats.  Judgment will be made on whether they have fed the hungry, clothed the naked, and so on.  

Those who read Matthew’s account lived in the city of Antioch in the first century.  There were no shelters, food banks, public hospitals, and social services.  The streets would have been filled with the kinds of people Jesus names in the passage – people who were struggling to survive.  Perhaps they looked no different than the disheveled-looking man that approached the reporter on the streets of San Francisco thirty years ago.

It may be that the people of Antioch also experienced compassion fatigue.  “What are we to do?” they wondered.  “The needs are too many.”

But whether we lived in the first century or whether we live in the twenty-first century, we realize God is at work through us, as we find Christ in one another.  So we must be careful not to approach those in need as objects of our good works.
In other words we do not donate money to the food bank or volunteer time at the soup kitchen with the idea that we are “helping them.”  We do not do what we do to feel good about ourselves, to assuage any guilt we may feel or to justify ourselves so that when judgment comes we will claim, “See, what we have done.”

If that were the case is it any wonder that we suffer from compassion fatigue.  If we are to be strengthened and renewed by Christ’s reigning compassion, it will come from recognizing that we encounter the living presence of Christ in one another – especially in the hungry, the stranger and the outcasts among us.  We encounter the living presence of Christ in those who are thirsty or naked, sick or in prison.
In other words, those of us who may think of ourselves as having plenty are as much in need as those with little.  The reporter may have convinced himself that he was able to provide a drink to the disheveled-looking man who was thirsty.  But it was not until the man smiled at him, waved and disappeared into the crowd that he realized his need to be more trustful and less suspicious; more hopeful and less cynical.
Thirty years ago I found myself thinking that he received a pretty good return on his investment.  The story turned out nicely for the reporter.  But should that be the point of the story – that it turned out nicely?
What if the man had held up a can of beer?  Would the reporter have felt justified about his feelings of distrust and cynicism and say, "See, I was right!"?
Or would he have felt more deeply about when and why the man may have lost his way?  Would he have wondered how it was that so many others had lost their way?  Would he have felt even more compassion?
It is true that when the people asked:  "Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink?  And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?

When was it that we saw you on the street asking for spare change?" - The Lord answered, 'Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these . . . you did it to me.'"

But could it be that God is asking more of us?  The prophet Ezekiel reminds us, "Thus says the Lord God:  'I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak . . . I will feed them justice.'"  (Ezekiel 34:16)  We are called then not only to feed the hungry and clothe the naked, visit the sick and those in prison, and give drink to the thirsty, but to also strengthen the weak, bind up the injured, and seek the lost.  (Ezekiel 34:4)  As we see Christ present in one another then the compassion of Christ shall reign.

Amen.
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