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Ruth:  her face is very, very beautiful.  The beauty of her face, though, isn’t defined by her facial features, but her moral character.  Hers is the beautiful face of kindness, tenderness, sympathy, warm-hearted understanding, authentic care, that face of compassion, which invites the weary and worn and heavy-laden into loving, understanding arms.  And Ruth doesn’t just live in the Bible.  You’ve met her, and when she asks you how you are, you find yourself telling her how you really are.  You can tell her about the pain in your life, even the shameful stuff you usually don’t talk about, because on her face there’s not one single wrinkle of judgmentalism, only care.  And no matter what you tell her, she stays there where you are.


She literally stays where you are; she listens and physically stays there.  Her eyes don’t dart around the room to see what else is going on, who else is there to greet.  She looks into your eyes, and listens, and no matter what you say, she stays right there.  Nor does she leave figuratively.  She doesn’t go to some walled off place inside herself to escape from feeling your feelings with you.  Nor does she try to get you to escape from yourself; she doesn’t try to yank you away from where you are, make you go to a different place inside you, doesn’t try to cheer you up out of the reality you need to face.

She doesn’t offer you platitudes to escape into or the quick fix panacea of her own advice, doesn’t try in any way to control or take charge of your life.  Ruth just stays where you are, and she allows you to stay there, too, as long as you need to.  She’s there, wonderfully there with you, abiding, supporting, understanding, caring.

Ruth:  hers is the very beautiful face of compassion.  And the Ruths who come into our lives, aren’t they the most beautiful gift?  When we are ourselves walking in Naomi’s shoes, feeling really down, whatever would we do without those people who really care, who stay the course of the journey with us, to go with us no matter how rough the going?  I know it makes a huge difference to me when I’m feeling down, maybe down on myself for making a mistake, and one of you is there for me, not judging or criticizing or disappointed because a minister isn’t superwoman, but instead offering that touch of human to human understanding and compassion.  It’s like my whole day suddenly brightens, around and within.

How beautiful is Ruth’s face of compassion!  And sometimes we wear that face ourselves; sometimes we are Ruth for a Naomi in our lives.  And that’s when, I think, we are most beautifully and authentically Christian.

When we are compassionate, when we open ourselves to feel somebody else’s feelings – maybe we don’t agree with a single one of their opinions, maybe their way of doing things certainly isn’t our way, maybe their politics and perspectives and religious practices are nothing like ours, maybe the “language” of their lifestyle isn’t a language we speak – but when we nonetheless open ourselves to connect at a feeling level, human to human, that’s when the most beautiful care can come from our hearts, and that’s when, I think, we are most beautifully and authentically disciples of Jesus Christ.

See, living our earthly lives the Christian way is so not about making our own way to heaven.  It’s about making a little bit of heaven right here in somebody else’s life.  The heart of Christianity, it’s about heart, the giving of one’s heart in compassion.

To be sure, our thoughts and ways of thinking are important, and so are our beliefs.  Our thoughts and beliefs guide our perceptions and interpretations of what we experience.  But the way Christians respond to what we experience, the way we respond, for example, to someone else’s pain, it isn’t always conditioned by logic, rationality or intellectual acuity, isn’t always a matter of thoughts, even the “right thoughts.”  The way Christians respond human to human isn’t something you can think your way into.  Nor can one’s beliefs be relied on to move you into the human to human response.

Nobody’s beliefs are adequately powerful or adequately compelling all the time.  It is oh too possible, isn’t it, to believe in Jesus or to believe in the way of Jesus, the way of love, yet to behave in ways which are incompatible with that belief?  The Christian way of living, the heart of that life way finally depends on the moral character of your heart.  Christian living happens, I think, when you let your heart sing the moral song of compassion, to make a little bit of heaven for somebody else.  Isn’t that what Ruth did for Naomi?

But, Ilene, you say, Ruth wasn’t a Christian.  Well, you know what?  Jesus wasn’t either.  You see, what’s at the heart of Christian living isn’t confined to the religion we’ve named “Christianity.”  The face of compassion is found in all the world’s religions.  To be sure, we are seeing today a lot of faces that aren’t the beautiful face of compassion.  We’re seeing the ugly faces of hatred, prejudice, violence, and we’re hearing a lot of voices trying to excuse or even justify that ugliness religiously, in the name of God.  That’s not the way it’s supposed to be, but we human beings certainly can make a mess of things.  Whether we’re Hindu or Buddhist or Muslim or Christian or Jewish or name ourselves according to another religion’s name, we have this awful propensity to wear the wrong face.

We wear a face which really doesn’t match our religion’s face.  We forget or refuse to be the face of kindness, tenderness, sympathy, warm-hearted understanding, the beautiful face of compassion.

But can the face of compassion be everybody’s face?  No; there are some people who really cannot feel compassion toward anybody.  There’s a void in them which renders them truly incapable of feeling somebody else’s pain, and there’s a list of neuro-psychological explanations for that phenomenon.  But, whatever the etiology, the result can be tragic – tragic for the person who cannot connect human to human with others, and tragic for those around him or her.  A person without the capacity to care inevitably will say things and do things which are hurtful, perhaps dangerous, sometimes deadly.

But it’s really a small number of people who are completely empty of the capacity to care.  More numerous are people who don’t care, who could but don’t.  And isn’t that all of us sometimes?  All of us sometimes turn off our compassion switch, and – get this - it’s usually not because we’re cold and hard-hearted.  Usually it’s the exact opposite; it’s because we’re warm and soft-hearted, and other people’s feelings do get to us.  It’s just that sometimes we’re not up to feeling somebody else’s painful feelings, to experience vicariously what they’re experiencing, to imagine viscerally what it would be like to stand in their shoes and face what they’re facing.

When our own life is already full of our own stress and pain, it’s hard to take on the angst of someone else.  And so, at times, we turn off the compassion switch, or at least turn it partially off, offering help, but help with a self-benefit.  We offer platitudes and quick fix advice, to relieve their pain and thereby to relieve ourselves from having to bear it, because, at the moment, we see ourselves unable to make the journey of compassion.

But, sometimes when we don’t think ourselves able to be compassionate, actually we are up to it.  Consider Naomi:  she was in a horribly down and dark place in her own life, yet she reached out compassionately to her widowed and equally poor daughters-in-law.  Feeling their feelings, understanding their need to pick up the pieces of their own shattered lives, she urged them to stay in the embrace of home and family.  Now, it is possible that Naomi’s pitiful words, “You don’t have to come with poor, pitiful me,” might have been the ploy of the proverbial guilt trip, to manipulate and keep her daughters-in-law at her side.  But, when you read the rest of the story, Naomi’s moral character is revealed as heart-led care.  So, while her words might have been designed to manipulate, I think it’s more likely that, even in the depth of her own grief and bitterness and poverty and despair, she was nonetheless able to feel somebody else’s pain and bear it and reach out with care, her face the beautiful face of compassion.

Compassion, the heart-felt willingness to be touched by the plight of another, that human to human, heart to heart response which leads one to say to another, “It may not be intellectually logical to do it, but I’ll go where you go; I’ll make your journey my own” – when you, a child of God, walk the compassion journey with another child of God, isn’t that to walk the walk of the sacred path?  So, when you come to a fork in your own life road, and one way is the way of compassion and the other way isn’t, don’t you know which way to go?  You do, because the Christian face is the face of compassion, and it’s a very, very beautiful face; it reflects the exquisitely beautiful face of Christ.

PAGE  
5

