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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty,

Credo for Catholic Times June 12th 2005, Fr Francis Marsden  

Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time (A)

On the east side of Ullswater lies the little hamlet of Martindale with an ancient stone chapel dedicated to St Martin of Tours. The parish now consists mostly of red deer, sheep and some 50 humans. In the churchyard stands a yew tree some 1300 years old. In the middle ages monks from Barton served the then 200-strong parish. 

Now the little chapel, one of the most remote in Carlisle diocese, wears the Reformed aspect.  The bare pews face each other from side to side, and the wooden communion table dated 1674, bears only a plain wooden cross. There are no ornaments or statues, just a stone flag floor, and the baptismal font is adapted from a Roman pillar or altar brought down off High Street.

Up on the hillside we saw a sick black lamb, continually falling over onto its back and waving its legs in the air, unable to rise. Had any of the numerous buzzards spotted it, they would have plunged down to peck its eyes out, then waited till it had died before consuming the carrion.

My friends’ son Sam wanted to go and tell the farmer about the sick lamb, so we drove down to the farm but were deterred by the angry dogs in the farmyard. Hopefully in due course the shepherd would find his sick sheep.


The sick lamb affords us an image for this Sunday’s Gospel (Mt 9:36–10:8). “Jesus went all about their cities and villages, teaching in the synagogues and preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every disease and every infirmity. And seeing the crowds he had compassion upon them, because they were distressed and prostrate as sheep not having a shepherd.”

The original New Testament Greek for “he had compassion” is esplanchnisthe, which derives from the noun splanchna – meaning “the nobler viscera” – heart, lungs, liver and intestines. The Greeks considered these to be the seat of the emotions – of anger, of pity, of love.

Thus someone who was asplanchnos (without splanchna) would be “cowardly, gutless.” A bold and brave man could be described as exhibiting eusplanchnia (“good guts”) 

In the Benedictus, Zachariah sings of “the bowels (splanchna) of the tender mercy of our God” as the motive for His sending the “rising Son from on high” 

The corresponding Hebrew word for mercy or pity, rahamim - is related to rehem womb or belly. It similarly suggests deep inner feeling, from the place where life unfolds. 

The verb splanchizesthai is the strongest word available in the Greek language for the feeling of compassion, to be moved with pity, filled with tenderness. It describes an emotion which moves a person to the very depth of their being. To translate it tritely as “He felt sorry for them” as does our Jerusalem Bible translation used at Mass today - trivialises Jesus’ profound pity into something banal.

The verb splanchizesthai appears only in the Synoptic Gospels. In the parables it describes the master who had compassion upon the servant who could not pay his debt (Matt 18:33).

Pity or ruth distinguished the Good Samaritan from the priest and Levite who passed by the wounded traveller upon the Jericho road.  Only the Samaritan was moved with pity for the suffering victim of crime. (Luke 10:33). It is the quality of the prodigal father who welcomes home his wastrel son, giving him the ring of sonship and the robe of righteousness. (Luke 15:20)

Otherwise in the New Testament it is a quality attributed only to Jesus. He is moved with compassion when the crowd have followed him out into a lonely place and have nothing to eat (Matt 14:14, 15:32 Mark 8:2). He “was filled with tenderness” and stretched forth his hand to heal the leper in Mk 1:41.  He had compassion upon the two blind men of Matt 20:34, touching their eyes so immediately they saw again. He pitied the widow at the gate of Naim, going out with the funeral procession to bury her only son (Luke 7:13).  In Mk 9:22 the man whose son is epileptic appeals to Jesus: “Help us and have compassion upon us.” 

In today’s Gospel, however, it is not a physical ailment which evokes Jesus’ pity, but the spiritual lostness of the crowd – “harassed and cast down, like sheep without a shepherd.” There are parallels with our situation today. The Greek  errimenoi means thrown down, let down like an anchor. The people have been abandoned by their spiritual leaders and are bereft, forsaken, unable to rise.

Jesus “was not annoyed with their foolishness; he was not angry at their shiftlessness; he saw them as a harvest waiting to be gathered for God.” (Barclay)  He did not see men as chaff to be burned, but as lost wanderers to be brought home.

As Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History) writes of Jesus: “He was like some excellent physician, who in order to cure the sick, examines what is repulsive, handles sores, and reaps pain himself from the sufferings of others.”

This willingness to enter into another’s plight and to “suffer with” is what we call sympathy (Greek sym-pathein) or compassion (Latin cum-passio). However, to the Greeks of Jesus’ day such a notion of God was alien. The supreme and essential characteristic of God to the Stoics was a-patheia – that is, the incapability of feeling. They reasoned that if God could be affected - influenced to joy or pain – by others, he would not be supreme being. He would be dependent, subject to human influences. A God moved with compassion was to the Greeks a philosophical impossibility, no true god.

For instance the platonic philosopher Plutarch posited a God who was quite above having any contact whatsoever with the universe. “He who involves God in human needs does not spare his majesty, nor does he maintain the dignity and greatness of God’s excellence.

Stoic ethics therefore taught that a godlike life was a life of apatheia, feelinglessness -  from which pity and compassion had been utterly banished. The perfect man could see his nearest and dearest die, yet say: “It matters not: I care not.” 

This is a sharp contrast with the humanity of Jesus who so involves himself with the suffering and the broken.  The astonishing good news of Christianity is that God is so compassionate that He enters the world to redeem his own creatures, and suffers on their behalf - of a Father who is “dives in misericordia”, rich in mercy.

In our polite English half-religion, one wonders how far we have slipped back from Christianity to Stoicism, and replaced the passionate Hebrew God with the remote, indifferent God of the Greek philosophers. 

After all, we are warned that enthusiasm and emotion in religious matters are not to be trusted, that strong beliefs are “fundamentalism” – that a cool and supercilious rationalism beholding the good and bad points in all religions, but adhering to none, is the politically correct alternative.

In a sense tolerance has now replaced compassion as the key virtue. Oddly, tolerance does not appear in the New Testament, unlike forbearance and longsuffering – which have the sense of enduring evil patiently. 

Indeed, tolerance in the modern secular sense of abstaining from passing moral judgements upon good and evil is not a Christian virtue. In fact it is frequently the abdication of the Christian duty to speak prophetically.

The exercise of this type of apathetic tolerance requires the abandonment of the frequently repeated New Testament statements that large numbers of human beings stand in danger of eternal hell fire. 

Many who call themselves Christians, even many ministers of religion, have abandoned this teaching of the Saviour, so it is no surprise that they see little need of Him – either for themselves or for others.

Jesus selects and ordains the apostles to help him in reaping the harvest. “the harvest is plentiful but the labourers are few.”  St Anselm commented: “The harvest are those men who can be reaped by the preachers, and separated from the number of the damned, as grain is beaten out from the chaff that it may be laid up in granaries.”

Jesus commands the apostles to “Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, cast out devils.” Remigius comments: “The sick are the slothful who have not the strength to live well; the lepers are the unclean in sin and carnal delights; the demoniacs are they that are given up under the power of the devil.”

The Lord then adds: “Freely ye have received, freely give.” Any tax collector (Matthew) who can record such a saying has clearly undergone a profound conversion of heart. “For He knew before that there were some who would turn the gift of the Spirit which they had received into merchandise, and pervert the power of miracles into an instrument of covetousness.” (St Gregory) 

Christ’s Church is called to be a community always in mission, confronting with compassion those who suffer and are in the thralls of evil. The recent TV series “The Monastery” about the five men who spent forty days at Worth Abbey was an excellent demonstration of how God’s grace can act in damaged lives. For Christ died for “the godless,” and the Church has a mission to those who have not experienced God’s love.

