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Minister, teacher, and writer Tony Compolo wrote about an unusual 

graduation speech given by a student one year at Eastern University. Every year at 

graduation the university gives one student the opportunity to give an address to 

express appreciation for all that has been done to make that student’s education 

possible. Most often graduates who give that address talk about how their parents 

or other supporters made sacrifices for their education. Except one year. One year, 

a graduate had a different take on how she expressed her gratitude. 

 Her speech featured her father; and talked about how every time she went 

home to visit, she and her father argued over politics. As she went into detail about 

how different their political views were becoming, the audience grew more and 

more uncomfortable, and maybe even a little angry. I’m sure they wanted to hear a 

cheerier message than that; graduation day was not intended to be an opportunity 

to publically pick on or embarrass your parents. But whether or not the young 

woman sensed their discomfort, she continued on, saying, “Dad, there isn’t much 

we agree on when it comes to politics these days, especially when it comes to what 

the government should do to help the poor and oppressed in our country and in 

the world.”  

 Then she added, “Dad, I want you to know that even though you and I might 

not agree, everything I think and everything I do today and for the rest of my life is 

your fault. Because you taught me compassion and you instilled compassion in me 

from the time I was a young child. So while we disagree about how to live 



compassionately, here’s to you, Dad! Anything worthwhile I do with my life is your 

fault because you taught me compassion and everything else in my life flows from 

that.” 

 After that, there were very few dry eyes in the auditorium. 

 Compassion seems to be at the heart of this morning’s Gospel, as 

compassion is how Jesus responded to the people who did not wait for him to 

come to their town, they watched where he was going and went to him, even 

though our Gospel also said he and his disciples were trying to get a way for little 

while for a much needed break. 

 It might be tempting to look at how Jesus responded to the people who 

made a big effort to seek him out by saying we should do the same thing Jesus did. 

However, the author of Mark’s Gospel might have more in store for us than a life 

lesson saying we should always respond with compassion when we are tired and 

want to rest, or are about to leave for vacation and get interrupted. I am not sure 

this passage is about us, about you and me; this passage and the Gospels 

themselves are really not about us, but about Jesus: about who Jesus is, and what 

that can mean for us on a deeper level. 

 If we look back at Jesus’ response to the crowds who met him when he got 

off the boat, Mark said Jesus had compassion for them because they were like 

“sheep without a shepherd.” This is Old Testament terminology, and it can bring to 

mind when God’s people cried out to God about their suffering as slaves in Egypt, 

or when they were hungry in the wilderness, or when they cried out to God for a 

king to rule over them. In all those instances, God heard God’s people because 

God’s people were suffering and God responded by freeing the people, by feeding 



the people, and even calling folks like David to rule them as their king. When God’s 

people suffered, they felt like sheep without a shepherd, and God responded. 

 Maybe Jesus was being more than noble or more than just busy when he 

responded with compassion to the people who came to him. Maybe this isn’t a 

story about when to break healthy boundaries, but is instead about one of the 

times Jesus showed who he was by what he did: he had compassion because he is 

God’s Son who came to remind us of God’s compassion for us.  

 People often tell me the reason they do not pray is because they figure God 

is too busy or has better or more important things to do, and they don’t want to 

bother him. Jesus showed us that couldn’t be farther from the truth, God is never 

too busy to listen to us, because as Jesus showed us, God is a compassionate God. 

 Compassion is a word that means more than just pity or empathy. 

Compassion is not feeling sorry for someone. Compassion is deeper, much, much 

deeper. The root of the Greek word for compassion is “gut”, and the word means” 

to feel like your guts are twisted” or” to have your guts torn apart”.  It also means 

“to suffer with”.  Being compassionate, then, means responding to needs in ways 

that are deeper than charity, or just fixing a problem. It indicates a generosity of 

spirit, a generosity of being. 

 Jesus embodied that generosity of spirit, that compassion by being present 

to those who sought him. 

 God’s Son, then, showed God’s Love feels our suffering, our loneliness, even 

our occasional sense of feeling lost in his gut. He isn’t above these feelings, he is 

willing to get down in the midst and messiness of the suffering, loneliness, and 

feeling of not belonging with us.  



 As God’s Son, Jesus shows us God loves us that much: to suffer with us.  

Sometimes, when we are the ones who are going through the suffering, the 

difficult situation, it might not feel like God is with us. Mother Theresa, a woman 

known for the many ways she showed compassion, often wrote how she suffered 

doubt, despair, and even anger and did not always feel God was with her. But even 

though she didn’t feel it, she trusted God, and later discovered that through her 

suffering, she was able to be even more compassionate with others, and felt a 

closer connection with all people. 

Mother Theresa discovered the power of compassion: Compassion goes 

even deeper than just suffering with, compassion has the power to connect. 

Compassion isn’t just helping to fix a problem, it is feeling connected to someone 

else even if the problem can’t be alleviated or fixed.  Like the young woman said in 

her graduation speech, she and her father might not ever agree on politics, but 

they are connected, and by more than being father and daughter, they are 

connected because they share compassion for others and each other.   

Perhaps that young woman’s speech and Jesus’ embodiment of God’s 

compassion are much needed reminders for us.  To remind us of how deeply we 

are loved by God, that God yearns so deeply to be close to us God is willing to 

suffer with us, to share our darkest moments, and love us through whatever we 

struggle with. And that compassionate love connects us to God. 

And to remind us that just as we have been given compassion, we are 

therefore empowered to be compassionate, to be generous in being and spirit. 

Perhaps with all the changes that we have seen in the country and in the Episcopal 

Church this summer that is a good reminder.  After the Supreme Court ruling and 

the Episcopal Church approving same sex marriage at General Convention, I am 



relieved and ecstatic that my friends and family who are gay, lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender now feel that their love is validated. However, at the same time my 

heart is breaking for my friends who are not ready for this change and are feeling 

angry, and are feeling like they have lost something. It seems like they feel they are 

the sheep without a shepherd. 

I am not sure if there will ever be full agreement, on this or other issues that 

are being brought to light this summer; but I do believe we can all be 

compassionate toward each other. Together we can celebrate with those who are 

happy, and together we can mourn with those who are sad, we can all be present 

to each other. This compassionate response doesn’t mean we all have to think 

alike, but it can show that love can do more than just win an argument, love can 

endure through any change, and bind us together whether we are shedding tears 

of joy or tears of sorrow, for as Lord Byron wrote: “Tears are the dew of 

compassion.”  

  

  


