
1st Sunday of Lent (C) 
 

Last Sunday afternoon while it was snowing, I drove into Baltimore to visit two friends who 

were dying.  We have been friends for over forty years. One was the pastor at my first parish 

assignment, Fr. Tom Baumgartner—and the other was the chairwoman of the liturgy planning 

committee at that same parish, Anne Burke.  The two of them are also friends.  I preached at Fr. 

Tom’s funeral on Saturday morning this weekend and will celebrate the funeral Mass for Anne 

next Saturday morning. 

 

In visiting Anne last Sunday, she was in and out of consciousness, very weak, and didn’t have 

enough energy to offer more than a nod of the head in response to questions.  And so, with her 

family members who were present, we told stories and laughed and kept the conversation going 

so she would know she had company on her journey. As I prepared to leave, though, I was 

holding her hand and started thanking Anne for her friendship and love over forty years, telling 

her I would miss her, and got teary-eyed and had a hard time talking.  This seemingly 

unresponsive woman suddenly grabbed my hand, shaking it strongly, and shaking her head 

indicating a very definite “no, don’t do that, you don’t have to do that”.  I must admit, I was 

stunned. 

 

Anne, who was dying, sensed that I was suffering, and felt my sadness-- and she did not want her 

friend to go there.  This woman of deep faith was telling me that it is OK, there is no need to be 

sad, I am ready for the journey and trusting in God to deliver me safely.  Like Jesus said so many 

times, she was saying to me, “Do not cry… and do not be afraid.”  I will always remember that 

moment, because Anne was suffering with me, she sensed my sorrow, she was compassionate. 

 

The word compassion comes from the Latin roots of com (with) passio (suffering).  Compassion 

is not, therefore, having a sentimental feeling of pity; it is sharing the pain.  It means a “suffering 

with” that flows from the life of God, not from ego-motivations.  As Henri Nouwen writes in the 

book “Compassion”: Compassion asks us to go where it hurts, to enter places of pain, to share in 

brokenness, fear, confusion, and anguish.  Compassion challenges us to cry out with those in 

misery, to mourn with those who are lonely, to weep with those in tears.  Compassion requires us 

to be weak with the weak, vulnerable with the vulnerable, and powerless with the powerless.  

Compassion means full immersion in the condition of being human. 
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Elie Weisel’s book “Night” is the chronicle of his suffering in a Nazi concentration camp.  In it 

he tells the story of Nazi soldiers herding the Jewish prisoners out of their barracks before dawn 

into a thickly falling snow in order to wait for a train that would transport them to another camp.  

Having been without food or drink for three days already, the Jews stood in the snow until 

evening, forbidden to sit or even bend over.  The snow formed a layer on their shoulders.  One 

thirsty man took out his spoon and began to eat the snow that had accumulated on the shoulders 

of the person in front of him.  The act spread through the lines until that collection of separate 

individuals, each of whom had been struggling alone with their pain, became a community of 

compassion, sharing their suffering together. 

 

 The scripture readings we heard today offer vibrant images of compassion in action.  In the first 

reading (Deuteronomy), Moses is recalling the suffering of the Israelites as slaves in Egypt, and 

how God heard their cry and was with them in their affliction.  Moses continued, “God brought 

us out of Egypt with his strong hand and outstretched arm… and bringing us into this country, he 

gave us this land flowing with milk and honey.”  This reading powerfully conveys that God is 

with us… God suffers with us… God is with our passion… Our passion, our suffering, is God’s 

own. 

 

The image of Jesus in the gospel reading (Luke) is equally powerful.  How often are temptations, 

of all kinds, the ruin of us all in life?  And what does Jesus face as soon as he is beginning his 

public ministry but a time of terrible struggle in the desert.  He has been there before us… he has 

struggled with temptations like us… when we are tempted, he is there for us as our guide and 

inner source of power… Jesus suffers with us. 

 

Compassion thrived in the heart of Jesus and his teachings.  If there is one virtue that most 

exemplifies his life, I think it is this one.  When Jesus urged his followers to be compassionate, 

he knew what he was asking.  Everywhere he went his awareness of people’s suffering became 

evident.  He poured out his love and gave generously of his time, energy, and concern to relieve 

their pain of body, mind, and spirit.  Jesus also challenged those whose policies, regulations, and 

personal behavior caused or contributed to the suffering of others.  As his voice for justice 

gained strength, so did the voices of those who wanted him destroyed, leading to the events we 

celebrate at the end of Lent in Holy Week. 
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Anyone here with an ounce of spiritual life has experienced how generous God’s compassion is 

toward us.  Out of gratitude for this, our only possible response is to share that same depth of 

compassion with others—in other words, to become compelled by God’s compassion to be 

compassionate ourselves.  Our parish has many ministries of compassion which will be 

highlighted on the screen before Mass and on the bulletin cover each week of Lent.  Because it 

was so important to Jesus, compassion is built into so much of what we are as a faith community. 

 

The greatest challenge of compassion may well be that of recognizing the dignity and worth of 

every person—regardless of race, gender, culture, creed, political stance, or personal behavior.  

The light of the divine dwells within each one of us, no matter how hidden that goodness might 

be.  South African archbishop Desmond Tutu often speaks about the power that this belief can 

have on how we live.  In his book “Made for Goodness” he wrote: “We are fundamentally good.  

When you come to think of it, that’s who we are at our core… What difference does goodness 

make? Goodness changes everything… Goodness changes how we see the world, the way we see 

others, and most importantly, the way we see ourselves.  The way we see ourselves matters.  It 

affects how we treat people.  It affects the quality of life for each and all of us.  What is the 

quality of life on our planet?  It is nothing more than the sum total of our daily interactions.  

Each kindness enhances the quality of life.  Each cruelty diminishes it.” 

 

In todays’ society, it often seems as if cruelty is more extensive than kindness.  Words like 

broken, wounded, violent, damaged, divisive—these are some descriptions given to the current 

global situation.  Our world desperately needs the noble, essential quality of compassion to be 

activated—and will not heal without it. Depending on how we respond, we can increase or 

decrease the amount of suffering and anguish in our world.  It seems to me that only with 

compassion at the core of the lived experience of the human family will we ever be able to 

approach one another with true respect, and dwell together in peace. 

 

We are invited during these Lenten weeks to recall our own experience of God’s compassion, 

and to examine how well we live compassionately.  As theologian Elma Cornelius wrote: “While 

we are all created with the ability to care for others, it is God’s love in us that automatically 

moves us to act on behalf of the person in need.  We are automatically willing to be God’s arms 

and legs for others in need because we know and love God, and because his love in us reaches 

out to others.” 


