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CHURCH 360: A People of Compassion

February 4th, 2007

We started our new series four weeks ago last month entitled CHURCH 360o, where, from different vantage points, we’ve looked at what it is that we’ve been called to be as His church. 

· We started out looking at what it means for us to be a People of His Presence… then, we looked being a People of Community and a People on a Mission. 
· And now, this morning, we’re going to continue by looking at Jesus’ call on us to be People of Compassion where together we can reflect the Father’s heart of mercy and compassion to the world around us. [Pray]
Have you ever noticed how there are certain regrets in life that fall under the category of what might be called, "If only I’d known it was you…" "I would have behaved differently if only I’d known it was you." 

· Imagine that you’re single and a friend says, "I want you to trust me on this–to go out on a blind date with a girl I know you’ll like. She has a terrific personality." 

· But you’ve been burned before so you just say no. Sometime later you meet her, and she turns out to be Cindy Crawford. You think to yourself, "If only I had known!" 

Lee Strobel said that years and years ago his dad was approached by a paper cup salesman while golfing at a local country club.  Basically, the guy was asking him to consider investing just $950 in a scheme that was guaranteed to pay off big time–guaranteed. 

· Well, his dad had been around the block a few times before. He wasn’t about to throw away $1000 on something like that.

· The salesman was a guy named Ray Krock, who was trying to bring together an initial group of investors to fund a new expansion concept for a local hamburger restaurant called McDonalds!

· Needless to say, his dad missed out on millions… “If only I had known who it was!”
I read a story about a time when Mark Twain was returning from a very successful three weeks of fishing in Maine. 

· Although the fishing season in Maine was over, Twain fished anyway. Well… on his train ride home, he started bragging about his very large catch to the only other person in the club car with him.  

· And yet, this guy wasn’t at all sharing in his enthusiasm.  

· So finally, Twain asked him, "So… what do you do?" The guy said, "I’m the game warden of the state of Maine." 
· Twain nearly swallowed his cigar.  It was definitely a “If only I had known it was you moment!”
But I think that the ultimate “If I had only known it was you” story is one that Jesus told 2,000 years ago. In fact, this story from Matthew 25 might just be the single most sobering story Jesus ever told. 

· While talking to a crowd of people, Jesus begin sharing about how He will one day return to earth with all of His angels at His side.  

· The image Jesus is giving us here isn’t of a huggable little lamb… but of a King coming in power and authority to judge humanity… 

· Where He’ll separate all human beings the way that a shepherd would separate the sheep from the goats–the sheep on his right, the goats on his left. 

Put in contemporary terms, the King will say to those who are on his right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father. Take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you from the creation of the world, because…
· I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat. 

· I was illiterate, and you taught me how to read.

· I had no work. I didn’t have a job, and you helped me get training. 

· I was old and sick and alone in a nursing home, and you used to come and visit me. 

· I was on the streets, and you helped me find a place to live. 

· I was sitting in prison. I was regarded as a convict to be feared and shunned, and yet you came to me and gave me hope.’"

Then Jesus describes how He will then turn to those on his left, and say, "Depart from me you… for I never knew you.”

· For I was starving, and you knew it, but you looked the other way and pretended like you didn’t see.

· I was hopelessly illiterate, and you didn’t lift a finger to help me learn how to read. I was without work, but all you really cared about was your own career.

· I was alone and old and sitting in a nursing home, and yet you forgot I was there. 

· I was living on the streets, but you wouldn’t even turn your head to look at me each day as you passed by. 

· I was sick… and yet you were only concerned about how it would make you look associating with someone like Me.

But those on His left appealed to Him saying, "When did we see you like that?” I don’t remember that ever happening even once. When did we ever treat you like that?" If only we had known it was you. 

· If only we had known that helping others was helping Jesus.
· If only we had known that serving others was serving Christ… How differently we would have lived our lives!
· And Jesus will say, “40I assure you, when you did it to one of the least of these… you were doing it to me. 45And when you refused to help the least of these, you were refusing to help Me.”
Now I realize that people struggle with this passage because when you first read it, you wonder, “Is Jesus telling us that we can earn our way into heaven simply by our compassion?” 

· Well, He’s not saying that at all.  You see, Jesus separates the goats from the sheep… 

· And to the sheep on His right (now keep in mind… He’s not speaking to some of the sheep… but all the sheep… all of those who are His children) He says, “Come you who are blessed by My Father…”

· Then to the “goats” on his left, He says “Depart from Me, for I never knew you.” You see, He’s speaking to those who have never been in relationship with Him.

· In other words, He’s not separating compassionate Christians from uncompassionate ones… but those who are in His Kingdom, who can be identified by their compassion… and those who are not in His Kingdom.

And yet, in the most powerful way Jesus could have expressed it, He is saying that in His judgment of humanity, what He expects to characterize His people, are hearts of compassion…

· For Him, that’s the ultimate expression of a transformed life…

· That of all the values embraced within the Kingdom of God-- love, mercy, and compassion are the most important… 

· In every respect, they authenticate our faith and identify us as His people…. 
· They demonstrate and validate that life we receive solely by His grace as we believe in Jesus.

That’s why, in talking about who God has called us to be as a church, I’ve spoken about not only being a People of His Presence and a People of Community… but about being a People of Compassion. 

· You see, whenever we see another human being in need, somebody loaded down with a burden, we have a choice. 

· We can extend our hand. We can notice. We can see. We can feel. We can hear. We can pray. We can care. We can serve. 

· We can extend ourselves OR… We can avoid. We can withdraw. We can look the other way. It’s up to us.

· And yet, to those who chose to live only for their own comfort and gain, Jesus says this in verse 45, “I assure you, when you refused to help the least of these… you were refusing to help me.”
And I’ll tell you one of the most sobering parts of this story to me. Jesus doesn’t say to the goats, "You oppressed the least of these." 

· He doesn’t say, "You went around burning crosses in yards. You robbed them and engaged in acts of violence against them." 

· He doesn’t say, "You did bad things," at all. 
· He just says, "You did nothing. You looked away. You decided that having more and more things was worth your working hard… but helping those in need around you wasn’t worth lifting a finger.
· You decided that you had more important things to do, but you were wrong. And so you left me hungry and unclothed and uneducated and unloved… uncared for when I was alone and old and sick." 
· “If only I had know it was you, Jesus”

After Mother Theresa’s death in 1997, the Bishop of Calcutta was asked about what it was that moved her to do all she did.

· He said, “It wasn’t the plight of humanity that drove Mother Theresa into the streets, it wasn’t to poor, the dying, the lost… it was Jesus.”  
· Throughout her indescribable life of compassion, she was really ultimately only ministering to one person… Jesus…

· For every woman nurtured through their grief, she was ministering to Jesus… 

· For every man she cared for in distress, she was ministering to Jesus.

Every time you consider the well being of another person beyond your own well-being, you’re caring for Jesus…

· Every time you choose to listen and pray for someone rather that do what would be most relaxing for you… you’re ministering to Jesus.

· When you visit a neighbor who is sick or an elderly man living alone in your development… you are consoling Jesus.

You see, it blesses God when we give away to others the way we’ve received from Him.  When we listen to one another as we have been listened to…

· When we serve one another sacrificially as we have been served

· When we forgive one another as we have been forgiven

· When we’ve given generously the way we’ve been generously given to…

· When we enter into the lives of even the most difficult people just as He has chosen to enter into our lives

· When we love with hearts of mercy and compassion the way we’ve been loved by Jesus.

And yet, so much of our faith is focused on so much less that. Sometimes we view our Christian life as no more than some self-help endeavor… intended simply to make our own lives better.

· And by doing this, we are making Christianity into something that serves us rather than us serving the king of Kings and the lord of Lords.
· So how do we change this? How can we develop more compassionate heart? Where do we start?

· I think we start by doing what Jim Wallace suggests in his book, “Faith Works.” We start by getting out of the house more often... 
· As we step out of our own little slice of the world… and into the lives of others who need to experience for themselves the Father’s love and compassion.
You see, we all tend to live in a little slice of the world where we go to school, we shop, we work, we go to church… where we play with the people we connect best to…typically people most like us.

· And yet, if we don’t step out of that narrow slice of the world we live in, then anyone living under different conditions… with different accents, different skin colors, and different economic conditions… They’ll always be outside of our radar.
· You see, here’s why this is so dangerous… and why it is so important to get out of the house more often...
· At least in my own life, I’ve discovered an amazing capacity to convince myself that I’m compassionate simply because I have compassionate feelings sometimes.   

I can look at an ad in a magazine for a relief agency, see a picture of a hungry child and feel really sorry for that child. 

· I can think that makes me a compassionate person because I feel sorrow even though I’m not doing anything. 

· I can hear somebody else express prejudice and think to myself, “I’m not like that. I think everybody is of equal worth. I feel real strongly about that. I’m pretty enlightened.” 

· I can think of myself as a compassionate person even though I may not be doing anything to work for justice.   

· I can read about the lifestyle of a real wealthy person and think to myself, “You know, if I was rich like that person, I'd be really generous. I’d give a ton,” without stopping to look at “how much am I giving right now?” 
· But, when you start actually “doing compassion,” you get involved with real people living beyond your own slice of the world. 

You see, whenever the writers of Scripture offer commands about loving, about being compassionate, especially with the poor, these are not primarily commands to feel a certain way. Instead, they are fundamental calls to action. 

· And so, when we read about God’s calling on us from the Book of Leviticus to “love your neighbor as yourself” 19:18, we’re being called beyond having warm fuzzy feelings for one another.

· In fact, whenever the Bible talks about loving people, especially loving the poor, it’s primarily calling you to help them… to do something. 

· It’s good to feel good feelings toward your neighbors or toward the poor… and yet the ultimate call here to love is a call to expend energy, give assistance, to do something, to be Christ to them!

Listen… every person in this room has the capacity to be an agent of compassion. Whether you are a thinker or feeler… whether you have lots of resources or few, whether you are introverted or extraverted, young or old, it doesn’t matter.

· You can be used to extend the compassion of God.   

· The real question this morning is “What provisions have I made to ensure that I embrace compassion as a daily part of how I live out my life?”
· I want to challenge you to hold on to that question… to take it home with you and really think about how you might answer it… 

· Not because somebody is trying to make you or because you feel like you ought to. But because it honors our God.

And yet, honestly… if you don’t take that step, if you don’t get out of the house, over time, your heart will grow smaller and colder… not so much because of the wrong things you did… but for all the wonderful thing you didn’t do.

· It’s hard… it’s hard to say… and it’s hard to hear.  But I’m saying it… and you’re hearing it… because He’s worth it any implication this may have on our lives…

· And because what we do for the least of those around us… those with the least options, those who face the greatest injustice, those who have no hope… what we do for them… we do for Jesus.

Let me tell you about somebody whose life was changed by this… a young guy named Toby who got out of the house. I read about this in the book one of our home groups is using this semester by John Ortberg. 

· When Toby was in high school, he wrote an essay on world hunger... and apparently so impressed the judges that he ended up winning an opportunity to travel with World Vision to Africa to assist in one of their development projects. 

· Well, one day, they were at a food distribution center where a lot of kids liked hanging around the World Vision folks that would pass by.

There was a boy, maybe 11 years old, who seemed taken by Toby… and stuck pretty close him. But when it was time for the World Vision people to go, this kid tugged at Toby’s shirt. 

· And although there was a language barrier, Toby came to understand this little boy was asking if he could have his shirt. It was just a T-shirt, but this kid was in rags. It was obvious that he never had a shirt like that.

· But there was no time to think it through. Toby had no other shirt with him. 

· He’d have to travel the rest of the day with the World Vision team with no shirt on, and that would feel kind of strange. 

· He felt like he couldn’t do that, so he just shrugged "no" and got on the bus. 

· They drove off and Toby watched as all the kids ran behind after the bus and waved goodbye to them. He’d never see them again.

But he couldn’t shake this feeling inside. He opened up his Bible and started reading it, and he read this story in Matthew 25. 

· "I needed clothing and you clothed me. Whatever you did for the least of these…" It was like it punched him in the stomach. 

· They went back to the compound where they stayed that night. Toby waited until everybody else was asleep, and he got up to be alone with God just wept. 

· Those words broke him up inside– "’Whatever you did not do to the least of these…’ God… if only I had known it was you.”
· He finished this tour with World Vision and went back home to Michigan. But he couldn’t get that 11-year old kid off his mind. 

· So he got up one night around 1:00 in the morning, and he started to write in his journal. Let me read a little bit of it to you. (Again… he was in high school)
"August 5, 1995: To all the children whose lives I crossed in Africa, I’m sorry. To every kid I looked at and said I don’t have, I’m sorry. To every child I passed by and gave nothing more than a smile to, I’m sorry. To the boy who had only one shirt, if one could even call what he had over his thin body a shirt, I am so sorry. Please forgive me for keeping my shirt, for not ripping the shirt off my own back and giving it to you right then, right there.

Forgive me, God, for not obeying your commands, for not giving to the one who asks, for not giving to you, Jesus. Help me to use my blessings to fill the lives of those around me with happiness, joy, and God, most importantly, with you." 

As he finished writing in his journal some time in the middle of the night, he said to himself, "I’ve got to do something… I’ve got to get out of the house.”

· So he had an idea. Toby said to himself, "I was in Ethiopia. Here’s a country where a kid would be thrilled just to get a T-shirt. And I live in America where everyone has lots of t-shirts" 

· I mean, is there anyone here who doesn’t have few extra t-shirts in your drawers? I have so many T-shirts it’s like they mate with each other make new t-shirts.

· So Toby thought to himself, "Maybe I could collect some T-shirts here and send them over to Africa." 

So he started going door to door. He was a high school kid, knocking on people’s doors, "Got any T-shirts?" 

· And he started a kind of a campaign. He called it "Give the Shirt Off Your Back" campaign. And the word just kind of spread because everybody has T-shirts.

· And newspapers picked it up. News services and television stations started carrying the story. 7-11 put bins in their stores to collect T-shirts, "Give the shirt off your back." 

Toby ended up with 18,000 T-shirts. He had to sort through them and get rid of all the ones with holes and stains. The kind your wife gets rid of when you’re not looking.

· So Toby sorts through them, and he’s still got 10,000 like new T-shirts. Now he’s got a new problem. "How am I going to get them to Africa?" 

· So he spent three months calling every relief organization in the book. "Could you get 10,000 T-shirts to Africa?" But he couldn’t find anyone who did that kind of thing… not without a lot of money.

So Toby started to pray, "God, you got all these T-shirts together. Now…how are you going to get them to Africa?"
· Well, out of nowhere, Toby got a phone call from CNN who had heard about what he had done and how he needed to get the shirts shipped over asap. 

· Turns out that they found a relief agency willing to ship his t-shirts to somewhere in Africa.  They didn’t know where they would go… but definitely where there was need.

· Turn out that of all the countries of Africa… those 10,000 shirts landed in Ethiopia!

That’s one story of one high school kid who got out of the house and let somebody else’s needs get under his skin. "I needed clothing, and you clothed me." 

· And he realized that what he did to the least of these is what matters most of all.

· You see, guys… something happens when you get out of the house... when you choose to step outside of your own slice of the world and into someone else’s shoes.
· Because when you take the time to feel in your heart what God feels in His heart for the poor around you… than suddenly we find new life blooming inside of us. 
· Because as we discover that the mom in the battered women’s shelter or the young boy with AIDS or the man who can barely afford to feed his children… 
· As we extend our hand to them… we might just discover that beyond what our eyes can see… we’ve just extended our hands and cared for Jesus.
There a scene from the Passion movie where an unknown woman runs to Jesus as He is carrying His Cross down the Via Dolorosa.  
· And as Jesus falls to the ground from the weight of the cross, she comes to him with a cup of water and a towel to wipe his face.
· For some reason, that scene was very powerful to me.  It’s just that I wish I could have been there for Jesus like that.
· But guys… there is hardly a day in our lives when we don’t have the opportunity of serving Jesus that same cup of water… 
· Because what we do to the least of these… we do to unto Him.
I heard a story once about a young woman who began ministering to the poor in India as part of Mother Theresa’s Missionaries of Charity order.  

· Well one day she began caring for a dying man who had sores all over his body.  

· According to this young nun, Mother Theresa came up to her and said, 

· "You be very careful. You be very loving as you touch him for there is Jesus under that distressing disguise."
Now I realize that as a young church, there is only so much we can do corporately to reach out to the poor. 
· I am so grateful that under Kevin and Barb’s leadership we’ve been able to reach out to those struggling in the area of sexual and relational brokenness through Living Waters.
· And yet I know that this is just the beginning.  I know that if we’re willing to live that life of risk and adventure that Christ is calling us to… 

· then I believe that as a church we’ll be able to impacts thousands of lives here in North Jersey… 

· Addressing spiritual, economic, and educational needs in a way that instills a greater sense of dignity, strength, respect, and honor to everyone we touch…

To be a church that preaches the Good News (by word and action) to the poor, to the prisoners, to the sick, and to the oppressed.

· I don’t know how that will work itself out… whether we become the…
· Safe-house for the battered wife, the shelter for the homeless man, 
· Ministers to those recovering from divorce, 
· Healers for those caught in addiction, or helpers to the elderly and widows… 
· Whether we become champions to those with disabilities, 
· Teachers to those who can’t read, 
· Advocates for those needing subsidized housing, or
· Support for young women facing unwanted pregnancies…

I don’t know yet what He will call us to do.  But I know what He has called us to be.

· And that is a church that reflects his love and compassion in tangible ways to the world around us.
· You see, we’re not going to be a church that simply exists for the benefit of those inside its walls…
· That as much as we will always make worship and community a priority here, we’re also not going to be like box filled with puppies… living just to make ourselves feel better.
Instead, we’re going to be a community intent on giving away everything the Father has given to us.
· And so, yes… we’re going to be a people who find our greatest pleasure in the Father’s presence… living life at the Banqueting Table He has invited us to.
· But we’ll also be a people who notice the empty seats across the table from us… 
· A people who go and become His voice and arms and hands to those living in spiritual and physical poverty… inviting them back to that banqueting table.
I promise you at the end of your life, you will not regret one act of compassion. You will not regret one moment that you spent, one dollar that you gave, one tear that you shed. 

· You won’t regret any of it because getting out of the house and extending our hands is Jesus’ way of life. 

· Think about it… Jesus lived at the right hand of God in unspeakable glory and splendor. 

· And yet, in seeing the physical and spiritual poverty on earth, He said to himself, "I’ve got to get out of the house." 

· And he crossed every barrier and boundary to extend himself in love to every human being who would receive him.

He came to us… He extended His hand and gave us life.  And now He asks us, “Will you do what I do? Will you commit yourself to building a compassionate heart? Will you be part of my team?"
· We see from this passage that those who reach the end of their lives with the greatest amount of regret will be those people who say, "If only I’d known it was you." 

· Will you go for it? Than reach out your hand and take a risk; see a face you wouldn’t normally see; learn a name you wouldn’t normally learn; 

· Say a prayer for them; shed a tear; build a heart; be part of changing a slice of the world other than your own. 
In Matthew 9: 35-38, we read that “Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the people. But when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion for them, because they were weary and scattered, like sheep having no shepherd.  Then He said to His disciples, "The harvest truly is plentiful, but the laborers are few.  Therefore pray the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into His harvest." (NKJV) 
Will you say “yes” to praying for this church… that God would continue forging us into that City on a Hill that Jesus spoke of in Matthew 5… 

· To be that place where the life and hope and healing and compassion of Jesus is extended out to the poor and oppressed and lonely and sick?

· Will you say “yes” to His calling on you to extend His compassion and love to the world around you?
· Will you say “yes” to taking on the mantle of compassion in your life and embrace for yourself His heart for those who are poor in spirit around you?
