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“The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of the interdependence of all these living beings, which are all part of one another and all involved in one another.”

—Thomas Merton, from his final talk,
delivered two hours before his death.

This book is dedicated to all those who are actively engaged in trying to mend the cracked world egg and especially to two citizens of the world who died in the summer of 1977, but not before leaving behind waves of compassionate energies: Zuita Giordiani and E.F. Schumacher.



PREFACE

THE SECOND EDITION





The world was a different place eleven years ago when I first published this inquiry into the meaning and practice of compassion. We did not yet have words like “ecofeminism” to deal with the issues of ecological justice; the animal liberation movement was a modest gathering of persons; and the creation spirituality movement was just beginning to organize itself. I had begun the Institute in Culture and Creation Spirituality at Mundelein College in Chicago the previous year, 1977, and I was teaching courses for the first time on Meister Eckhart, the great Western mystic whose work culminates in his teaching on compassion. While one chapter in this book covers the issues of science and compassion, it would be another two years before a physicist would join our faculty and bring with him the passion for issues of ecological justice that fill out the points begun in this book. I had undergone a very serious automobile accident two years prior to the publishing of this book—I write of my experience in the section on medicine and politics—and I have often remarked how that accident and the experience of living with the pain and life-style changes it dictated were a prerequisite for my writing this book. Compassion is not an abstraction, but an entry into our own and others’ pain. And joy as well.

From the point of view of my own intellectual evolution, this book represented what I call in the preface the third part of a trilogy on contemporary spirituality. It began with an inquiry into the meaning of prayer and mysticism, was followed by a practical book on passion and spirituality, and culminated in this work on compassion—a kind of passion put to the use of healing and celebrating. I realize in retrospect that one can recognize in the publication of this trilogy the four paths that I came to name as the spiritual journey in the creation tradition. The first book, On Becoming a Musical, Mystical Bear, was in many ways an effort to recapture the via positiva in Western spirituality—the sense of cosmic play that heals—the bear is an ancient symbol of deep healing among Native Americans. The second book, Whee! We, wee All the Way Home, was requisite for grounding the via positiva in our bodies and for examining how this recovery of eros related to our traditional teachings of the spiritual disciplines. Special emphasis was put in this book on paths one, two, (the via negativa as letting go of tactical ecstasies) and three—creativity put to the service of justice making (path four). But in this book on compassion, path four would receive a fuller treatment, especially in light of the cosmic dimension of path one. What is common to all three books is the topic of justice making and spirituality.

About compassion, feminist poet and prophet Adrienne Rich has written the following lines:

We are a small and lonely human race

Showing no sign of mastering solitude

Out on this stony planet that we farm.

The most that we can do for one another

Is let our blunders and our blind mischances

Argue a certain brusque abrupt compassion.

We might as well be truthful. I should say

They’re luckiest who know they’re not unique;

But only art or common interchange

Can teach that kindest truth. And even art

Can only hint at what disturbed a Melville

Or calmed a Mahler’s frenzy; you and I

Still look from separate windows every morning

Upon the same white daylight in the square.

Notice that Rich places compassion within a cosmic context. Compassion is not merely a human energy; it is integral to the universe. It requires a cosmology. We are a small and lonely race farming a stony planet—a planetary perspective is indispensable to our self-understanding. And who are we? “The most that we can do,” that is, our very essence, the very best of ourselves, is to practice compassion. Here Rich is being true to her Jewish and biblical heritage in insisting that compassion lies at the heart of our essence as a species made in the image of “the Compassionate One.” Here, too, she shares common ground with another Jewish prophet, Jesus, who said to the people: “Be you compassionate as your Creator in heaven is compassionate.”

But lest we be ego-inflated, the poet couches this “best of ourselves,” our compassion, in the facts of our everyday lives—we are loaded with “blunders” and “blind mischances,” and our compassion is more often than not “brusque” and “abrupt.’ Rich’s verse, “They’re luckiest who know they’re not unique” must sound like heresy to an audience of rugged individualists. One can hear the caws from our culture: “How dare she tell us we’re not unique!” Rich is, in fact, defining compassion. For her, compassion consists in learning that we’re not unique. We are to partake of both the joy and the pain together. Thomas Merton names the issue interdependence—knowing we are “all part of one another and all involved in one another.”

How do we learn interdependence? How do we learn compassion? For Rich, it is through solitude and through “art and common interchange”—which is, I think, what all art is about. For some years now I have referred to this process as art-as-meditation (see Chapter Four). It is in creativity that the ego is washed into the clay, into the body in massage, into the colors in painting, into the music, into the muscles in dance, to emerge into something more awesome and wonder-filled, something grand and holy. Passion awakens, and without it there is no compassion. Rich guards against exaggerating what even the greatest of our artists, a Melville or a Mahler, might accomplish in defining awe for us. Art only hints at what moved these giants. Compassion is a mystery. It cannot be definitively named or controlled. It is our response to the mystery of “isness.” But most of us are less struck “every morning” by the interdependence of things—a truth that often grasps us in the dark of the via negativa—than by the “same white daylight in the square.” This white daylight that is so linear as to be squarelike creates separateness instead of compassion.

I am grateful to Adrienne Rich for these words on compassion. I am struck that she, a feminist poet, and I, a creation theologian, have come to such a basic, raw agreement on a word so distorted in our culture. (A recent edition of Webster’s Dictionary states that compassion understood as a relationship between equals is “obsolete.”) Thank God for poets who can say in eight lines what this theologian attempted to say in 285 pages! Compassion is important to wounded and oppressed peoples, and to the survival of our planet. It is the heart of the Divinity, God’s most durable title. Eckhart says: “You may call God goodness; you may call God love. But the best name for God is Compassion.”

Since this book was first published, compassion has been struggling to find a place in our national agenda. During this period, the gap between rich and poor reinforced by Jacob’s Ladder mentalities (see pages 60–63 and page 204 below) has not narrowed. On October 18,1989, in fact, the Census Bureau reported that 32 million Americans lived in poverty in the year 1988.

In addition, the role of sexuality as a tool of oppression looms as great as ever in our institutions and in our psyches. And a certain spiritual legitimacy is granted this oppression from our mystical language. As I indicate in Chapter Two, the struggle between two world views, that of “Climbing Jacob’s Ladder” vs. “Dancing Sarah’s Circle,” is in many respects a sexual issue. Jacob’s Ladder is the dominant paradigm wherever hierarchy asserts itself as primary. Trickle-down government and economics are perfect examples; but so too is trickle-down grace as defined in rigidly hierarchical theologies. All of it is about letting others do it for you.

Encouragingly, many contemporary movements are embracing the paradigm of Sarah’s Circle and resisting the Jacob’s Ladder mentality. Among these are the base communities of Latin America; the NGOs (non-governmental organizations) of the Philippines and elsewhere; Women-church; Dignity; the creation spirituality base groups that have been spawned in the creation spirituality movement; and the Alcoholics Anonymous movement and the other self-help groups modeled on it. What all these movements have in common is a Sarah’s Circle paradigm. They are about people claiming their own authority in government, economics, and religion. People “at the base,” that is, not at the top of Jacob’s Ladder but on the earth, eye to eye, as equals. Compassion replaces the mentality of the “chain of being” with a consciousness of the “circle of being.”

The issue of the rights of the nonhuman citizens of the earth is finally emerging on our political and cultural horizon as an even more severe criticism of the Jacob’s Ladder mentality. The issues of the suffering of the earth—of its waters and air, its soil and forests—is coming to the fore (see pages 158–175 below) with the ecological movements, the animal liberation movement, the ecofeminist movement, and the Green parties, especially in Europe. Attention to whales and rainforests—while rarely included in our legislative agendas—is nevertheless essential to any authentically compassionate world view.

All of these original blessings are endangered by the anthropocentric politics, economics, and religions of our species. The new scientific creation story makes it abundantly evident that there is no humanity apart from creation, that the human species is ultimately dependent on nonhuman creatures for survival. Where would we be without rainforests? Without healthy air, soil, and waters? The urgency of these questions makes evident the need for a new agenda rooted in an authentic understanding and practice of compassion. Compassion is not pity, but self-interest—not in the narrow sense of “self” but in the wider sense—that we are, in Eckhart’s words, here to “rejoice at one another’s joy and sorrow at one another’s sorrow.” As a species we are equipped to do something about relieving one another’s sorrow through our efforts at justice making, since “compassion means justice.” Compassion is a genuine love of all our relations, a love of our shared interdependence.

I hope this new edition of A Spirituality Named Compassion will contribute to a deeper awareness of the meaning of compassion and a renewal of its practice in our spiritual and cultural lives as we embark on a new decade in anticipation of a new millennium. It would be nice to imagine that the coming century will be characterized by compassion, just as the twentieth century has been characterized by war.



PREFACE

RETRIEVING COMPASSION FROM ITS LONELY EXILE





Compassion is everywhere. Compassion is the world’s richest energy source. Now that the world is a global village we need compassion more than ever—not for altruism’s sake, nor for philosophy’s sake or theology’s sake, but for survival’s sake.

And yet, in human history of late, compassion remains an energy source that goes largely unexplored, untapped and unwanted. Compassion appears very far away and almost in exile. Whatever propensities the human cave dweller once had for violence instead of compassion seem to have increased geometrically with the onslaught of industrial society. The exile of compassion is evident everywhere—the oil globules piling up in our oceans and on the fish who inhabit the oceans, the teeming masses of persons pouring into already congested cities, the twenty-six million persons who live poor in the midst of affluent America, the 40% of the human race who go to bed hungry each night, the maldistribution of food and of research for energy, the mechanization of medicine that has reduced the art of healing to the engineering of elitist technologies, unemployment, overemployment, violent employment, the trivialization of economics and the proliferation of superfluous luxuries instead of basic needs for the needy, the deadening bureaucratization of our work, play and educational lives. The list goes on and on.

Rev. Sterling Cary, former president of the National Council of Churches, assesses the moral conscience of humanity in our time in this way: “We are losing our capacity to be human. Violence and oppression are becoming so commonplace that the modern victims of injustice are reduced to mere statistics.”1 And Robert Coles, commenting on the state of humanity in present-day Harlem, asks the question: “Does our country, by virtue of what it permits, still, in such places as Harlem, have a morally impoverished culture?”2 What makes injustices so unacceptable in our time is the fact that we now possess the know-how to feed the world and provide basics for all its citizens. What is lacking is the will and the way. What is lacking is compassion.

In acquiescing in compassion’s exile, we are surrendering the fullness of nature and of human nature, for we, like all creatures in the cosmos, are compassionate creatures. All persons are compassionate at least potentially. What we all share today is that we are victims of compassion’s exile. The difference between persons and groups of persons is not that some are victims and some are not: we are all victims and all dying from lack of compassion; we are all surrendering our humanity together. The difference is in how persons react to this fact of compassion’s exile and our victimization. Some persons react by joining the forces that continue the exile of compassion and joining them with a single mindedness and tenacity that guarantees still more violence, still more of compassion’s exile; others react by despair and cynicism—drink, eat and be happy for tomorrow we exterminate ourselves; still others react with what Ned O’Gorman calls the “abstract calm” of intellectuals and other too-busy people who want it both ways and advocate political change while living high on the hog. Others are reacting by fleeing to fundamentalist religions and spiritualisms. Spiritualist and fundamentalist spiritualities that forsake the tradition of imago dei and humanity’s deification in favor of the preaching of sin and redemption will have virtually nothing to say about compassion, for compassion is a divine attribute (see chapter one) and a creative energy force and will not be learned by a cheap religious masochism.

This book is an introduction to an analysis of compassion. It is meant to support those many persons who are moving to a fuller and fuller holistic life style—and there are many. It is also meant as an invitation to those still involved in the ladder-climbing dynamic of so much of our society to consider another way, a better way, called com passion. A more fun-filled and more justice-oriented way. A way of getting in tune with the universe at a time when, intellectually and at the level of scientific discovery, we are confirming the fact that mystics have preached for centuries—namely, that the universe is a very finely tuned organism indeed. And yet, at the level of life-styles and social structures, we are hardly in tune with the universe at all.

It is important that compassion be analyzed and treated critically. One of the guile-filled wiles of the anti-compassionate forces has been to sentimentalize compassion so that its exile is assured regarding any important decisions of our lives, decisions regarding economics, work, sexuality, energy, our bodies, our soil, our food, our air, our transportation, our art, our medicine, our education. For this reason this book is as much an analytic as it is a synthetic treatment of compassion. Like compassion itself, it is interdependent.

After the activism of the 60’s, after the quietism of the 70’s, there comes—hopefully—the mature spirituality of the 80’s which will be characterized by a marriage of mysticism and social justice and whose proper name is compassion. The words linkage and bonding are emerging in our vocabulary for the 80’s just as consciousness and consciousness raising emerged from the 60’s. This book is about linkages (inter-connections) and about bonding (healing by making the connections). It must be so for it is about compassion which is a healing by way of making connections. The linkage is made in the book between sexuality, theology, art, psychology, science, economics, politics, childhood nursery rhymes, and compassion. I dialogue with feminists and artists, bankers and physicists, biologists and economists, doctors and animal lovers, theologians, artists and children. This is as it should be, for compassion is not elitist, but everyone’s energies. It constitutes our common humanity.

As the world becomes more of a global village and world religions become better known in localities far from their origins, the question arises as to what, if anything, these religions do for the globe. It is more and more certain to me that religion’s purpose is to preach a way of life or spirituality called compassion and to preach it in season and out of season. This is surely the case with Judaism and with Jesus Christ. It also appears to be the case with Buddha, Muhammad, Lao Tzu, Confucius and Hinduism. People can indeed learn compassion from religious traditions, provided those traditions are in touch with their truest roots and have not themselves fallen victim to ignorance regarding their origins. Compassion will also be learned from nature and the universe itself. Yet these two sources of wisdom, faith and nature, are intimately related, for the God of one is the God of the other. As Simone Weil has put it, “How can Christianity call itself catholic if the universe itself is left out?”3

This book attempts to explore the wisdom of compassion as learned from religious traditions and from nature and the scientific study of nature. It also explores those obstacles in human culture that prevent compassion, so familiar a law of the universe, from happening in human history. Much healing is accomplished by removing pressures and obstacles and letting nature itself do the healing. Our ancestors called this kind of cause and effect removens prohibens—removing the obstacles. Getting out of the way so that nature and the Creator of nature might act. Thus, much of the book is about healing as the act of removing the obstacles to compassion. Chapter two deals with removing the sexual mystification that has contributed so substantially to compassion’s exile; chapter three deals with the psychological obstacle of control that blocks compassion’s more celebrative energies; chapter four explores the fears that prevent what may well be the essence of being human, namely creativity, and how these fears keep compassion in exile. Chapter five treats the obstacle that an overly Newtonian science sets up against compassionate awareness; chapter six considers the need to translate compassion into the very way we keep this house called the global village (since the name for keeping house is economics); chapter seven considers three political issues that urge us today to retrieve compassion in order that they be: namely, energy, health care and education. Finally, in chapter eight, I deal with an emerging symbol for our shared task of recreating the world and ourselves into a fuller whole and I borrow from a childhood nursery rhyme to develop that symbol of world, cosmic, human and divine egg.

In many respects this is an off-the-wall book. Its purpose is to get Humpty Dumpty—our psyches, our global village, and our cosmic consciousness—off the wall: the wall of division and separation, of possessiveness, of hoarding. Off the wall and down to earth where we can dance eye-to-eye once again.

I sense a growing awareness among numerous alive and awake persons today that something is wrong with the dualistic mystical traditions that Christianity has so often endorsed in our past. This tradition simply blocks out too much—it blocks out body, the body politic, the ecstasies of nature and work and laughter and celebration, the love of neighbor and the relieving of the suffering of others, the wrestling with political and economic evil spirits. In this tradition, as I explain in chapters one and two, compassion is effectively exiled for the sake of contemplation. And yet, strange to tell, Jesus never said to his followers: “Be contemplative as your Father in heaven is contemplative.” He did say, however, “Be compassionate as your Father in heaven is compassionate.” In doing so he was reiterating what Rabbi Dressner calls the “cornerstone” of the way of life or spirituality of Israel. For in Biblical spirituality (as distinct from Neoplatonic spirituality) believers are taught “that the holy and awesome name of the Lord, YHWH, which remains secret and unpronounced, signifies compassion.”4 The Bible, unlike Neoplatonic spirituality, suggests it is in compassion and not contemplation that the fullest spiritual existence is to be lived, enjoyed and passed on. What is at stake in recovering compassion as the center of our spiritual existence is the remolding of contemplation after compassion’s image. Thus I suggest in chapter eight that a meditation on that art of creation we know as the Global Village is truly an experience of a New Mandala when it leads to compassionate consciousness and action.

In my opinion there are three major developments in spirituality today that are urging us all to deep changes of heart, symbols and structures. These are 1) the recovery of the Biblical, Jewish categories and therefore our practice of detaching ourselves from hellenistic ones. 2) The feminist consciousness and movement among women and men alike and its discovery of new images and symbols for our shared, deep, common experience. A feminist consciousness requires our detaching ourselves from more one-sided and patriarchal symbols, images and structures. 3) The emergence of critical, global thinking urged upon us all by the brevity of time that our planet has remaining if it is to survive beyond the twentieth century. All three of these developments in spirituality are very much in evidence in this book. They are like threads that weave in and out of its entire fabric. They enter and re-enter all the chapters of this book like waves moving the ocean—or does the ocean move the waves?

This book is the third in a trilogy on contemporary spirituality that I have found myself writing quite unaware in any conscious sense that I was writing a trilogy. Integral to my writing has been the deeply felt need to recover our spiritual language by a critical treatment of it. Thus the first book, On Becoming a Musical, Mystical Bear: Spirituality American Style, concentrated on the meaning of the word “prayer” and its relationship to the personal and psychological—when it is so related it is called “mysticism” – and to the social – when it is so related it is called “prophecy”. There exists a necessary dialectic between the mystical and prophetic for adult prayerful or spiritual people. In that book I define prayer as “a radical response to life.” The second book to this trilogy, Wheel We, wee All the Way Home: A Guide to the New Sensual Spirituality dealt with the recovery of non-elitist understanding of spiritual experience, both from the practical and theoretical viewpoints. I concentrated on the experience called ecstasy and how our ecstasies, whether of orange or blue coloring, are indeed our experiences of God and how we all have a right to them. Necessarily, this kind of non-elitist spirituality leads to a re-examination of the roles of body and body politic, of pleasure and the sharing of pleasures that make up our spiritual journeys. (I understand justice to be the structured struggle to share the pleasure of God’s good earth.) In retrospect I can now see how essential it was that a study of passion precede this study on compassion. Thomas Aquinas writes that “compassion is the fire which the Lord has come to send on the earth”; and Rabbi Heschel, commenting on the prophets’ experience of God, says: “To sense the living God is to sense infinite goodness, infinite wisdom, infinite beauty. Such a sensation is a sensation of joy.”5 Joy and celebration are integral to compassion, as I point out in chapter three of this book where I suggest that only a psychology of celebration can yield a compassionate consciousness. Compassion, the theme of this study, seems to be the proper name and the correct energy for spiritual living in the Global Village, the new word for a new soul. (See chapter eight.)

I began this trilogy on contemporary spirituality with a line from a poem by T.S. Eliot: “Perhaps it is not too late and I must borrow every changing shape ...” There are some today who say that it is in fact already too late, that industrial society’s greed and violence have already polluted the global village beyond repair. Others are not quite so pessimistic. What I am sure of is this: that if it is not too late already, the only energy and direction that we can take in the brief time left is the way of life called compassion. Compassion alone can save us and our planet. Provided it is not too late. Compassion is our last great hope. If compassion cannot be retrieved from its exile, there will be no more books, no more smiles, no more babies and no more dances, at least of the human variety. In my opinion, this might be a great loss to the universe. And to its admittedly foolish Maker.

From the point of view of methodology, this book employs two classical motifs in Western spirituality: that of the via negativa and that of the practice of detachment. The via negativa is employed as a method in chapter one where I try to sort out the wrong definitions that we have assigned, wittingly or unwittingly, to compassion. By exploring What Compassion Is Not we begin to delineate what it might mean in the positive sense. The detachment motif is carried out in the subsequent chapters (two to seven) where I urge a more critical understanding of sexuality, psychology, creativity, science, economics and politics in light of the fuller meaning of compassion. What effect will the recovery of compassion have on all these important aspects of world living today? One effect is that we need to re-think all of them, thus detaching ourselves from their presumed meanings during an era when compassion was exiled. Language is the first victim of cover-up and corruption. In this sense, this book is about redeeming a word that has been abused, used, forgotten, lost, and too rarely practiced. With the redemption of the word compassion, perhaps, will come a new birth of its practice. And with compassion’s rebirth there may emerge a rebirth of meaning for “soul,” which constitutes the subject-matter for chapter eight.

The footnotes in the book are there for at least two purposes: 1) to share a bibliography with the reader so that she or he might pursue areas of interest in greater detail, and 2) to acknowledge my own indebtedness and intellectual interdependence to others, living and dead. Of course no one is obligated to read the footnotes. Special mention must be made of a great spiritual teacher whom I cite often but without footnoting. His name is Meister Eckhart; he is a good friend of mine as I am sure he will become a good friend of the reader. The references for his keen observations on compassion may be found in other works I am publishing about him.6 As will be evident from the citations from Eckhart in this book, his is a refreshingly non-elitist, creation-centered and compassion-oriented spirituality.

In addition to footnoting those thinkers that have stirred my reflections on compassion, I wish to acknowledge some other individuals and groups who have assisted me in the living and articulating of this book. To those who invited me to speak and responded critically to many ideas contained in this book I am grateful, especially to the organizers of the Symposium on “Revolutionary Alternatives for the Future” at the University of Oregon, Ashland, Oregon; for the George Jordan Memorial Lecture Series at the University of Washington; for the Willson Lectures at Southern Methodist University; and for the invitation to address the Religious Education Association Convention in St. Louis. Ideas contained in this book maturated as a result of feedback I received from these and other lecturing opportunities. To Sister Mary Anne Shea, o.p., for her steadfast research assistance, and to Brendan Doyle for his steady compassion toward the universe in the midst of institutional violence, thank you. To Sister Martha Curry, RSCJ for her encouragement and her reading of the text and to Judy and Tim Rowan for its typing, I am indebted.
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TOWARDS A MEANING OF COMPASSION:

FROM EXILING COMPASSION

AS SENTIMENT

TO LIVING COMPASSION

AS A WAY OF LIFE



God created a reminder, an image.

Humanity is a reminder of God.

As God is compassionate,

Let humanity be compassionate.

Rabbi Abraham J. Heschel1

Compassion has been exiled in the West. Part of the flight from compassion has been an ignorance of it that at times borders on forgetfulness, at times on repression, and at times on a conscious effort to distort it, control it and keep it down. This exile of compassion leads to the poison and pain that becomes incarnated wherever people are treated unjustly. Who can number the victims, living and dead, of the exile of compassion, sacrifices of human flesh to all the gods that humanity worships ahead of compassion.

In this chapter I want to explore the meaning of compassion, since its very meaning has been forgotten and distorted. I am using the well-tried method of dealing with spiritual terms which is the via negativa. By this I mean that I am proceeding cautiously at first by separating true compassion from its numerous imposters, thus the emphasis on What Compassion is Not—an emphasis that gradually leads to a fuller unveiling of What Compassion Might Mean. In considering these nine dimensions to compassion, themes will emerge which will play throughout the remainder of this book.

COMPASSION IS NOT PITY BUT CELEBRATION

Compassion is not pity in the sense that our culture understands pity. It is not a feeling sorry for someone, nor is it a preoccupation with pain.

Compassion is not pity

To reduce compassion to pity and to pitiful feelings is to exile compassion altogether from adult living. The word “pity” has evolved to mean something very different from compassion. What is the difference between pity and compassion? Pity connotes condescension and this condescension, in turn, implies separateness. “I feel sorry for you because you are so different from me.” Gestalt therapist Frederick Perls emphasizes that pity and compassion present shades of meaning that, “while subtle from the linguistic standpoint, are profoundly significant from the psychological.” What are the differences? Pity “sometimes regards its object as not only suffering, but weak or inferior.” There is less participation in the sufferings of another in pity than in compassion—compassion never considers an object as weak or inferior. Compassion, one might say, works from a strength born of awareness of shared weakness, and not from someone else’s weakness. And from the awareness of the mutuality of us all. Thus to put down another as in pity is to put down oneself. “Most of what passes muster as pity is actual disguised gloating,” warns Perls.

Pity works out of a subject-object relationship where what is primary is one’s separateness from another. It presumes ego differences as a basic way of relating to reality. As such, it is about emoting and feeling without including actual relieving of the causes of another’s pain. It involves what Perls calls “the luxury of sentimental tears” which “is mostly a masochistic enjoyment of the misery.” Such tearful pity leads to philanthropy and what has come to be known as “good works of charity.”

Such pity is condescension. We apply it to those who are in such a low estate that they are not or have ceased to be our own serious rivals. They are ‘out of the running.’ By pitying them we emphasize the discrepancy between their lot and ours. Such attitude, we believe, motivates much so-called charity.2

The origin of the word pity is from the words piety and pious (pietas in Latin; pius in French) whereas the root of the word compassion is from the words cum patior meaning to suffer with, to undergo with, to share solidarity with.

Compassion is celebration

The surest way of discerning whether one has pity towards or compassion with another is to answer this question: Do you celebrate with this same person or these same people? Max Scheler, in his study on The Nature of Sympathy, takes for granted not only the fact that true “fellow-feeling” or compassion includes joy but also the fact that joy and celebration constitute the better half of the whole that compassion is about. He cites approvingly the German proverb, “a sorrow shared is sorrow halved; joy shared is a joy doubled,” suggesting that it is “one of the few proverbs which brook examination from the moral point of view”; and he comments on the two directions of compassion. “In respect of its quality as an emotional act, the purely ethical value of rejoicing is quite equal to that of pity. As a total act, however, it [rejoicing] contains more value, as such, than pity, for joy is preferable to sorrow. The value of its occurrence is likewise the greater, as evincing a nobler disposition, by the very fact of its greater liability to frustration through possible envy.”3 One is reminded of Jesus’ expression of compassion as joy when he heard from his disciples that their preaching was being well received. “The seventy-two came back rejoicing. ‘Lord,’ they said ‘even the devils submit to us when we use your name.’ ... It was then that, filled with joy by the Holy Spirit, he said, ‘I bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and revealing them to mere children. Yes, Father, for that is what it pleased you to do.’” (Lk. 10. 17, 21)

Compassion operates at the same level as celebration because what is of most moment in compassion is not feelings of pity but feelings of togetherness. It is this awareness of togetherness that urges us to rejoice at another’s joy (celebration) and to grieve at another’s sorrow. Both dimensions, celebration and sorrow, are integral to true compassion. And this, above all, separates pity from compassion for it is seldom that we would invite someone we had pity on to a common celebration. (Notice the preposition on as in “patting one on the head”.) Yet the passion-with of true compassion urges us to celebration.

Celebration is a forgetting in order to remember. A forgetting of ego, of problems, of difficulties. A letting go. So too is compassion a letting go of ego, of problems, of difficulties, in order to remember the common base that makes another’s suffering mine and in order to imagine a relief of that suffering. There can be no compassion without celebration and there will be no authentic celebration that does not result in increased compassionate energies. A person or a people who cannot celebrate will never be a compassionate people. And a person or a people who do not practice compassion can never truly be celebrating. Such people only wallow in superficial feelings of pious and pitiful energies.

The Biblical teaching on compassion is not about pity as our culture understands that word. “Israel has never regarded pity as mere condescension, but rather as a feeling of kinship with all fellow creatures.”4 Compassion is about what I have called feelings of togetherness, suspended egos, or the “feeling of kinship with all fellow creatures.” This kinship in turn urges us to celebrate our kinship. Compassion, then, is about celebration.

COMPASSION IS NOT SENTIMENT BUT IS MAKING JUSTICE AND DOING WORKS OF MERCY

Compassion is not pure feeling or sentiment. It involves the relief of the pain of others. This emphasis on action and doing is found in the Biblical tradition of the works of mercy.

Compassion is not sentiment

The word “compassion” has been so much in exile in Christian circles that in the first thirteen major theological encyclopedias of both Protestant and Catholic origins that I have investigated only one had an entry under the word “compassion.” In contrast, all four of the Jewish encyclopedias I investigated had a substantial article on compassion. The one article that was available on compassion in one Catholic encyclopedia reveals what happened to compassion in its exile in the West. In one word, it has turned into sentimentalism, into “emoting with Mary at the foot of the cross” as this article explains it. Defining compassion as “the movement of the soul,” the author continues.

In the vocabulary of Christian spirituality it designates the hearty participation of Mary in the Passion and the redeeming sacrifice of Jesus. It also applies to the sentiments and the acts of love of all those who, by intention or by fact, follow the example of the sorrowful Virgin and associate themselves with our suffering and dying Lord.

Compassion can be understood in a narrow or broad sense. In the first sense, it is properly affective love, the sympathy, the sorrow experienced before the sufferings of Jesus. In the second sense, it understands, moreover, the compensations and reparations which, as follows from these sentiments, the Christian desires to offer to God, the object that Our Lord asks for his Passion and which the faithful try to give to him.5

Finally, after continuing for over twenty-three lines about such matters, the author concedes that compassion can be exercised “before the sufferings and experiences of one’s neighbor.” It is evident that, where compassion is alluded to at all in much Christian writing, it has become rankly sentimental.

In the late Middle Ages a sentimental piety was developed that sidetracked the true meaning of compassion, and instead of celebrating and relieving one another’s pain together the people “drew up a minute inventory of the torments inflicted on Christ; they enumerated the steps that he made on the Via dolorosa, the bruises of his body and the drops of his blood.”6 One can explore how much of this masochistic and sentimental energy of pity is still present in pieties and hymns, in sermons and in petrified languages of Christian churches, Protestant and Catholic.

Sentimentalism is a very powerful energy. Anne Douglas, in her monumental study of sentimentalism in modern culture, defines it as the “political sense obfuscated or gone rancid . . . (that) never exists except in tandem with failed political consciousness.”7 Thus sentimentalism is not only a block to social justice and a thorn in the side of love-justice—it is in fact their opposite. Sentimentalism, a rancid political consciousness, blocks authentic spiritual development. It actually interferes with the natural flow of energy outwards that all persons are born with. It is a flight from action, a flight from politics and a flight from justice-making. And yet, sentimentalism has become a common definition for compassion in the West as witnessed by the lengthy article just cited. Here we have a clear example of the exile of compassion and its reduction to rank feeling, thus its elimination from true adult living and adult structures and history. To sentimentalize compassion is to destroy compassion; powerful persons and groups who have known this for some time have not hesitated to utilize such knowledge. Whether one speaks of the mass-media of nineteenth century post-industrial society as Douglas does in exploring the novels and journals of that period for their sentimentalism, or whether one criticizes the trivialized sentimentalism of television shows and mass circulation newspapers and magazines like The National Enquirer, The Star and People, we see this energy to sentimentalize still very much at work. Such energies also mean the continued exile of compassion.

In the nineteenth century the philosopher Schopenhauer reduced compassion to a sentimental preoccupation with suffering, and Nietzsche attacked compassion especially from this standpoint. Nietzsche wrote:

Through pity, suffering itself becomes infectious; in certain circumstances it may lead to a total loss of life and vital energy which is absurdly out of proportion to the magnitude of the cause (—the case of the death of Nazarene). This depressing and infectious instinct thwarts those instincts which aim at the preservation and enhancement of the value of life; by multiplying misery quite as much as by preserving all that is miserable, it is the principle agent in promoting decadence.”8

Max Scheler rightly comments on this text of Nietzsche when he says that compassion would be a “ ‘multiplier of misery’ only if it were identical with emotional infection”. (18) But that is exactly what compassion becomes under sentimental influences that divorce it from action! Nietzsche’s critique of compassion is altogether accurate vis a vis the article from the Christian encyclopedia with which I began this section. In other words, many of Nietzsche’s objections to compassion are correct to the extent that Christians have sentimentalized compassion. Scheler distinguished true from pseudo compassion by the criterion of action, for he says: “It is one of the marks of genuineness in pity, that it should lead to acts of beneficence” and sentimental pity “has nothing whatsoever to do with pity.” (13, 15)

Compassion as Doing Works of Mercy

Biblical compassion resists the sentimentalizing of compassion. In Biblical spirituality the works of mercy are works and the word for compassion in the Bible is more often employed as a verb than as a noun or an adjective. Compassion is about doing and relieving the pain of others, not merely emoting about it. Perhaps no one has put this more directly than John in his first epistle:

If a person who was rich enough in this world’s goods

saw that one of his brothers or sisters was in need, but

closed his heart to this person,

how could the love of God be living in him or her?

My children, our love is not to be just words or mere talk,

but something real and active.

The so-called corporal works of mercy are found in the Hebrew Bible, especially in the prophet Isaiah.

Is not this the sort of fast that pleases me

—it is the Lord Yahweh who speaks—

to break unjust fetters

and undo the thongs of the yoke,

to let the oppressed go free,

and break every yoke,

to share your bread with the hungry,

and shelter the homeless poor,

to clothe the man you see to be naked

and not turn from your own kin? (Is. 58.6-8)

Here Isaiah speaks to four of the works of mercy: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, sheltering the homeless poor, and breaking unjust fetters or what became narrowly defined as “ransoming the captive.” Other corporal works of mercy have traditionally been these three: giving drink to the thirsty as Rebecca did to Isaac (Gen. 24.18); visiting the sick as Ahaziah did when Jehoram became ill from his wounds in battle (2 Kings 8.29); and burying the dead as the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead did for Saul when they heard of the death of Saul at the hand of the Philistines (1 Sam. 31.11f.).

The spiritual works of mercy are the following: To instruct the ignorant as Jehoshaphat did to the towns of Judah (2 Chronicles 17.7); to counsel the doubtful as Sennacherib did in sending messengers to King Hezekiah who was wavering in his steadfastness to Yahweh’s law (Is. 37.6, 10); to admonish sinners as Samuel dares to do to Saul (1 Sam. 15.16ff.); to bear wrongs with patience as David did when he was cursed repeatedly by Shimei son of Gera (2 Sam. 16. 5–14); to forgive offenses willingly as Joseph did on revealing his true identity to his brothers who had tried to kill him (Gen. 45.1–5); to comfort the afflicted and those who mourn as Jeremiah did to Baruch (Jer. 45.1ff.); to pray for the living and the dead as Abraham did for the inhabitants of Sodom (Gen. 18.22–33).

What is clear in all fourteen of these traditional Works of “Mercy” is that they are works. Compassion leads to works. Feeding, clothing, sheltering, setting free, giving drink, visiting, burying, educating, counseling, admonishing, bearing wrongs, forgiving, comforting, praying: all these acts of mercy are acts indeed. Though they come from the heart and go to the heart, they are not restricted to sentiment or heartfelt emotions, however powerful. They all involve other people which is to say they are political activities. They are also works of justice-making as we shall see below.

One has to inquire as to whatever happened to these works of mercy. Are the efforts by the contemporary state to educate, to house, to employ or to support by welfare at all comparable to the faith-demand to express compassion by these works of mercy? Indeed, is the state capable of compassion at all? And should it be? Is philanthropy an expression of the works of mercy? To all these questions I would reply: No. The state, with its idolatry of national security, has proved itself incapable of performing these works as works of mercy and compassion in a global-village context, and in that failure lies much of the pain in our world. It is time that persons and groups of persons of faith re-imagine how these works of mercy will become incarnate in our culture and history. In many respects that imagining is what the remainder of this book is all about.

The New Testament continues the action orientation of the works of compassion that the Hebrew Bible initiates. Jesus insists that compassion involves action and not mere sentiment as, for example, in his parable about the Good Samaritan. In that parable Jesus says: “He had compassion and went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; then he set him on his own beast and brought him to an inn and took care of him.” (Lk. 10.35) For Jesus to “define” compassion took him an entire story including the activities of going to him, binding up wounds, pouring on oil, putting him on his beast, bringing him to an inn and caring for him. All these activities constitute for Jesus the meaning of compassion. Clearly compassion in the Biblical understanding is about relieving the pain of another and not merely feeling sentiment over it. Similar lessons are revealed in his parables about the Good Shepherd (Jn 10.1–18), whose act of compassion is actually one of “laying down his life for his sheep.” and the Lost Coin (Lk. 15.8–10), where Jesus insists that the angels of heaven rejoice at a lost sinner who is repentent just as a woman who loses a coin holds a celebration on finding it

Jesus addressed himself to six of the corporal works of mercy in an explicit way in Matthew’s Gospel (25.34–46).

Then the King will say to those on his right hand, ‘Come you whom my Father has blessed, take for your heritage the kingdom prepared for you since the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you made me welcome; naked and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, in prison and you came to see me. Then the virtuous will say to him in reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you; or thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and make you welcome; naked and clothe you; sick or in prison and go to see you?’ And the King will answer, ‘I tell you solemnly, in so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me’. Next he will say to those on his left hand, ‘Go away from me, with your curse upon you, to the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you never gave me food; I was thirsty and you never gave me anything to drink; I was a stranger and you never made me welcome, naked and you never clothed me, sick and in prison and you never visited me.’ Then it will be their turn to ask, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty, a stranger or naked, sick or in prison, and did not come to your help?’ Then he will answer, T tell you solemnly, in so far as you neglected to do this to one of the least of these, you neglected to do it to me’. And they will go away to eternal punishment, and the virtuous to eternal life.

It is clear from this passage that God is to be loved through the relief of the pain of others. “Hungry, thirsty, a stranger, naked, sick, in prison—these are the realities of pain. God becomes immanent in these realities of pain: he says, ‘for I was hungry.’”9 Thus our works of compassion are works of God-love as well, for God suffers and not only others when others suffer. The term “good works” is a technical term in the Scriptures, as Biblical scholar Walter Grundmann indicates. “Good works are actions of mercy on behalf of all those in need of them, and they are works of peace-making that eliminate discord among people.” This is the meaning of Jesus’ story of the Last Judgment that we have just read from Mt. 25. In this passage on compassion that we have considered from Matthew’s Gospel, it is highly significant that, as Miranda points out, “the only criterion of judgment is stated to be good or evil works,” and that this passage constitutes “the only description of the Last Judgment in the New Testament.”10

It has been pointed out that the feeling of compassion in Jesus “always gave rise to an outward act of succor.”11 His compassion urged him to heal the blind (Mt. 20.34), to cleanse the leper (Mk. 1.41), to teach the ignorant (Mk. 6.34), to raise the dead (Lk. 7.13), to feed the hungry (Mt. 15.32, Mk. 8.2), and when he was pressed by John the Baptist’s followers to tell what his mission was about, his reply was in terms of his relief of these pains of others (Mt. 11.4,5). Compassion as feeling separated from action is inconceivable to Jesus. When he talks about being “compassionate as your Father is compassionate” he talks about giving: “Give, and there will be gifts for you: a full measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over, will be poured into your lap; because the amount you measure out is the amount you will be given back” (Lk. 6.36,38). Compassion is giving and not only feeling for Jesus. Jesus’ teaching on the works of compassion underlines the starting point of all compassion: namely, that I am not only I but we are one another. And he brings in still a new and deeper mystery: that we are also God. That God suffers as we suffer. That God is relieved as we relieve the pain of one another. Other examples of both the spiritual and corporal works of mercy can be found in abundance in the New Testament.12 The Beatitudes, too, are Jesus’ teaching on compassion and we will consider them later.

Compassion as Justice-making

Given this evidence of compassion as action in the New Testament, the sin of sentimentalizing that Christians have performed on compassion becomes even more startling and shocking. Reasons for this sin include the sentimentalizing of the word love in the West and its divorce from justice and the relation of love and hate to the structures of injustice. Jose Miranda has put the situation bluntly: “One of the most disastrous errors in the history of Christianity is to have tried—under the influence of Greek definitions—to differentiate between love and justice.”13 In the Biblical tradition all experience of God is to lead to creative compassion to neighbor. Being alone with the Alone is not a Biblical ideal. Nor is pining with the divine a la the sentimental spiritualisms that have racked Christian mysticism for centuries. “To know Yahweh is to do justice,” says the prophet Jeremiah. To know the compassionate one is to do compassion. Tresmontant puts it this way: “Justice in the Bible is not opposed to charity. It is charity. The theological virtue of justice expresses itself in justice toward neighbor, which is also love, and in social justice.”14

The distinction between love and justice follows upon the gnostic distinction between a good God and a just God. “The most important antithesis” in the schemes of the gnostic Marcion, according to Hans Jonas, is “that of the ‘just’ God and the ‘good’ God.” But here lies the destruction of all compassion, namely in separating good and just. “From the Christian point of view this is the most dangerous aspect of Marcion’s dualism: it sunders and distributes to two mutually exclusive gods that polarity of justice and mercy whose very togetherness in one God motivates by its tension the whole dialect of Pauline theology.”15

How does one work to relieve the pain of others that can be relieved? The contemporary word for that relief of pain is justice-making. Psychologist William Eckhardt defines compassionate justice as “moving towards equality, guided by the assumption that human beings are equally human.”16 But justice-making is not only a contemporary term for compassion, it is a Biblical word as well. “The Hebrew idea of justice approaches our notion of holiness, piety, and righteousness ... This justice, as the basis of human conduct, must embrace all activity, especially in the relationship of an Israelite with his neighbor.”17 We see works of mercy becoming acts of justice in the Hebrew notion of zedakah, which literally means “righteousness” or “justice” but which is usually translated as “charity.” In this kind of charity the action taken is not “a favor to the poor but something to which they have a right, and the donor, an obligation.” Thus rabbis teach that “the poor man does more for the householder (in accepting alms) than the householder does for the poor man (by giving him the charity).”18

A Biblical word which is translated sometimes as “compassion”, sometimes as “mercy” and other times as “pity” is the Hebrew word hesed. It also means grace to the believing Israelite. Yet all scholars agree that there is no adequate one-word translation into English. Greek Bibles translated hesed as eleos and the Latin vulgate translated it as misericordia. What is lacking in all these translations is the dimension of action that the Hebrew word implies. The Hebrew talks of “doing hesed with someone” and hesed is frequently associated with the word mispat or right.19 It implies the doing of deliverance that justice is about. It implies liberating self and others, as Micha speaks of “What does Yahweh ask of you except to do hesed (i.e. compassion) and love mispat (i.e. justice)?” (Mi. 6.8) When Jesus comes announcing that “The Kingdom of God is at hand,” he is suggesting that the messianic time of justice-making and compassion is ready to begin, much as Isaiah had foretold. “I am bringing on my justice, it is not far off; my salvation shall not tarry.” (40.13)

In Judaism an atheist is not one who denies God’s existence but one “who maintains that there is neither justice nor Judge in the world.” The Jew is exhorted to justice by the Torah: “Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Dt. 16.20). And the prophets call the Jewish people back to this fundamental law of Torah: “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream” (Amos 5.24). We see how far Christian speculation on interior righteousness and on striving for a life of perfection has come from the outward-oriented holiness that Jewish faith expected in acts of justice. “A holy man in Judaism is a ‘just man’; his characteristics are consideration for others, integrity, truthfulness, compassion—all social traits. In Jewish thought, justice is ‘akin to holiness’; it is a recognition of the sacred, inalienable rights of every individual, group, and people. Justice, in Judaism, demands removal of all discrimination; it calls for a continuous battle against hate, prejudice, or defamation of any people or group ... No Jew can be morally neutral.”20

Latin American exegete Jose Miranda makes a strong case for translating hesed as “interhuman compassion” as for example in the prophet Hosea.

What I want is compassion, not sacrifice; knowledge of God, not holocausts. (Hos. 6.6)

The prophet in this context is complaining about the rank injustices among the People. The prophet is putting compassion ahead of worship and liturgy and is also equating knowledge of God with compassion, an equation that we have seen the prophet Jeremiah making and that John in both his Gospel and his epistles continues to make. This passage from Hosea is taken up also in Matthew’s Gospel, when Jesus defends himself against those who were scandalized by his eating with tax collectors and sinners (9.13), and again when he defended his disciples’ action of picking and eating corn on the Sabbath (12.7). Miranda approves of the translation of hesed as eleos or compassion because “this is a compassion strictly related to a sense of justice.... It is a compassion-for-the-poor-and-oppressed, which can be indentified with the indignation felt before the violation of the rights of the weak” and he demonstrates how frequently hesed appears with justice (sedakah) or right (mispat) in Biblical parallelisms.21 Miranda is convinced that compassion best translates the word hesed (often translated as grace) “in spite of the degeneration into paternalism that the term ‘compassion’ has suffered over the last twenty centuries.... The paternalistic sense of compassion is foreign to both Old Testament and the New ... Biblical compassion is not condescension; it is unreserved commitment to the weak, the poor, and the oppressed. It acknowledges their rights; it is identical to an absolute sense of justice.” (Being, 152)

The institutionalization of sentimental compassion as mercy will be discussed in the next chapter in the context of the paternalism generated by ladder symbols in Christian mysticism. It is worth noting here, however, that justice-making is not an easy or superficial task. It implies a kind of power on behalf of the oppressed. Thus we have Biblical images of the “Yahweh the Warrior” (Judges 5) who wages war against oppression, and we have the image of the “savior hero” (Zephaniah 3.1, 17).

One objection that Miranda has to translating hesed as love is that hesed, like compassion, demands a “volitional attitude.” Hesed is more than sentiment, which is in fact what so many in our sentimentalized culture imagine love to be. Biblical love, insists Miranda, really means love-justice. Lutheran theologian and exegete Krister Stendahl appears very much in agreement with Miranda when he insists, in an essay on “Judgment and Mercy” that “it is important to revive and revitalize the biblical meaning of judgment (krisis) as that establishment of justice which by necessity means mercy for the wronged and loss for those who have too much.” The English and German languages are dualistic, he points out, in the distinctions they make between the words “justice” and “righteousness” whereas the Biblical languages of Greek and Hebrew make no such dichotomies. “Righteousness and justice—are the one and only justitia” he declares. We ought not to be busy about balancing judgment and mercy, for they are much more closely aligned than we had imagined: “We must resist all homogenizing, neutralizing, dialecticizing and balancing acts with these terms” he warns. For what is mercy for the have-nots is judgment for the haves.22 Thomas Aquinas also made the point that compassion is not pure feeling but implies electio or moral decision-making and doing,23

Injustice, then, is a prime enemy of compassion, and this fact is completely covered over by sentimentalisms that never in fact deal with injustice because they are so occupied in wallowing in self-centered emoting. Thus Harriet Beecher Stowe complained of the lack of a “sense of justice” in nineteenth century America and observed that the “utter deadness to the sense of justice” was actually promulgated by religionists “as a special grace and virtue” for persons to imbibe in (in Douglas, 380, n. 76). Rabbi Dressner calls us back to Biblical compassion which is justice when he observes that many Westerners “forgot justice in the midst of an over-extended, loosely-conceived, compassion, there is also justice—the exacting, demanding, stern call to justice.” (D, 208f.) And the epistle of James takes up the same theme, linking the works of mercy with justice.

If one of the brothers or one of the sisters is in need of clothes and has not enough food to live on, and one of you says to them, ‘I wish you well; keep yourself warm and eat plenty’, without giving them these bare necessities of life, then what good is that? Faith is like that: if good works do not go with it, it is quite dead ... You see now that it is by doing something good, and not only by believing, that a man is justified ... A body dies when it is separated from the spirit, and in the same way faith is dead if it is separated from good deeds. (James 2. 15,16,24,26)

COMPASSION IS NOT PRIVATE, EGO-CENTRIC OR NARCISSISTIC BUT PUBLIC

Compassion, far from being a privatizing energy, actually frees us from too privatized a way of feeling and acting. Or at least it ought to. Jewish scholars have complained about how this has not been the case at all in Christian history, calling Christian morality for the most part “unlimited and unconditional individualism” lacking entirely “an ideal for humanity”24 What a far cry such individualism is from the Hebrew notion of hesed or deeds of love. The domestication of compassion took place especially with the industrial revolution when morality came to mean bedroom morality because the real issues of injustice, such as work, unemployment, child labor, were removed entirely from home or church into the market place. Indulgence became a substitute for justice, remarked an English radical, Harriet Martineau, and middle class women evolved from being makers of cloth to being purchasers of clothing. Anne Douglas comments that “women no longer marry to help their husbands get a living, but to help them spend their income” and henceforth the lady’s “preoccupation is to be with herself,” her clothes, her manners, her feelings, her family.” (52, 57)

This domestication of moral energy and of compassion results in an idolatry of the family that Jesus himself was very harsh in repudiating. He said: “Anyone who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me.” (Mt. 10. 37) Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori remarks how, even though parents are to experience compassion for their children and vice versa, “if their concern is centered on their own pain and their indulgence in it,” sin is involved. (54) Sin being a flight from compassion. Family then becomes the nucleus of a rotten society, the “cell” of a cancerous sickness, for it buttresses what is essentially an egocentric way of life. Such a way of life is narrow and parochial and bent on the idol named security, which is meant to keep at bay all suffering and celebration that is not in one’s own family. Max Scheler defines egocentricity as “the illusion of taking one’s own environment to be the world itself.” (58) The Global Village becomes reduced to the myopic experience of one’s own nation or family or business or religion. This is why such thinking is an “illusion” to Scheler—it is a lie.

But egocentricity is an ugly energy that runs even deeper than do lies. It becomes a pathological state of ego-defense and invulnerability. “As an apprehension of the reality to volition and practical behavior, it is egoism; and as an attitude of love it is auto-erotism.” (58) Privatized compassion then becomes a titillating affair of self-indulgence in the pain of others. An emotional infection occurs, says Scheler. “Here there is neither a directing of feeling towards the other’s joy or suffering, nor any participation in her experience. On the contrary, it is characteristic of emotional infection that it occurs only as a transference the state of feeling, and does not presuppose any sort of knowledge of the joy which others feel.” (138, italics his) People become objects, not subjects, in such a situation and, as Douglas points out regarding the sentimentalizing of the elderly, “the emotions they arouse in us are more important than the emotions they feel.” (196)

Such emotional infection is simply “as a means to one’s own pleasure” (17) observes Scheler, and he accuses Schleiermacher and modern Protestantism of indulging in too much concentration on emotion and the subjective, internal states of consciousness at the expense of more outward-oriented thinking which leads to love and action. Solipsism fails to admit the real equality in worth that every person holds for us. “Other people have the same value as you do” insists Scheler, but the solipsist never concedes this. Egoism, which results from a closed heart and mind, can only be eradicated at a root level. True compassion alone will displace it.

Scheler also cautions against the “taste for pain” that attracts some people, such as Schopenhauer, to interest in compassion. Schopenhauer is drawn to compassion, not for its dimension of shared experience but because of the suffering that is implied therein. “Schopenhauer’s idea of pity is ultimately based on a morbid energy of life in decline, which is taken to be morally positive only through self-delusion ... he treats pity as having a higher ethical value than rejoicing [(and)] . . . betrays a hidden element of sadistic glee in the affliction of others.” Scheler wisely warns us to be alert about the sado-masochistic attractions of privatized compassion—especially the masochistic. “The dissolution of the self in a common stockpot of misery eliminates genuine pity altogether” (53–55). Masochism is an indulgence in narcissim, where there is no joy or celebration with others any more than there is true relief of the suffering of others. Narcissistic compassion puts one under the spell of “illusion that he is in loving contact with ‘Another,’ while in fact it is never anything more than himself that he is adoring—his own face in a glass, darkly” (156).

What is lost when compassion becomes so ego-centric and narcissistic? Transcendence itself, according to Miranda. “Love which is not an acute sense of justice and an authentic suffering-with-my-outraged-brother, such love does not transcend. (sic) It is satisfied with itself although with its words it denies that it is so; and thus it remains in itself and does not transcend.” (62) Compassion, then, that is truly directed outward is the new word for transcendence. This is what John says in his first epistle, also, when he declares that “no one has seen God” and so God is to be seen only in love of neighbor. It is interesting that in this powerful passage (1 Jn 12–21), the archetype for love is not love of parent for child or even husband for wife, but it is fraternal love. True compassion is fraternal and sororal and not paternal, patriarchal or even parental.

In our time and culture a person has emerged, much as Francis of Assisi did in the thirteenth century, to assist us in redefining compassion. His name was E.F. Schumacher; he died in 1977 but not before leaving behind his own conversion story and with it a powerful testimony to authentic compassion in his book Small is Beautiful. E.F. Schumacher has redeemed the word compassion for us, getting it back from the privatizers and sentimentalizers and the morbidly preoccupied and putting it where it belongs: in the public arenas of energy, work, technology, economics, market place, third world and first world countries. His use of the word compassion in that book is truly public and not privatized, and we will have recourse to some of his ideas later in this book. Compassion, he knew, is far too important an energy to be directed inwards and domesticated. Without its active presence in the world of economics and in the arenas of public moral decision-making, we will all perish.

COMPASSION IS NOT MERE HUMAN PERSONALISM BUT IS COSMIC IN ITS SCOPE AND DIVINE IN ITS ENERGIES

Personalism, or the caring of one person for another, may be an instance of compassion and may truly lead to development of compassion, but compassion is far fuller than personalism. This is not only because compassion leads to justice-making and therefore to the recreation of society’s structures but also because compassion is about energy we give and take from all creatures, not just from human beings. After all, Martin Buber explained that I-Thou is not only an experience between people but among people and trees, people and animals, people and music and painting and other arts, and people and God. The selling of psychological personalism has often ignored compassion and reduced it to ego-feeling alone, just as it often tends to ignore the mystery and riches of silence and solitude where so much compassion is learned and developed.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Matthew Fox

Author of The Coming of the Cosmic x:;m

Ssiritnality
J

Com AL S EoN

Uniting
Mystical
Awareness
with
Social

Justice





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
. Sf/r/fm[l{y

Co mfﬂff/@%

Matthew Fox

fiﬁ






