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Dear Sisters, Associates, and Friends,

In the last few yeats, I have noticed a change in the language during the rituals for our
congregational assemblies and convocations. We are not so scripture oriented as we used
to be. We quote from our Constitutions and the joint statements of commitment that are
the fruit of much sifting, crafting, and collaborating. We take the words of one another
about our direction and our sensing of our values very seriously. They become texts we
read aloud and ponder communally, as we invoke the blessing of the Spirit on our
deliberations. ‘

From time to time, I wonder how to assess this change. I am a biblicist. I am also a
feminist theologian. Shall I voice my concern that we could be losing our biblical frame
of reference, and the theological and spiritual consequences of this shift bode ill for us?
On the other hand, I belicve it is one of the signs of change in the Church that women
are finding their own voice, and struggling to distinguish it from “church-speak” which
has for two millennia been for all practical purposes “male-speak.” Must women distance
themselves from “Bible-speak” if they are to attend to and express the language of their
own souis? Is this a process that must work itself out before women can return to the
canonical Scriptures and take up the ancient words as a grammar that interprets their
own experience and communal vision?

In a rhythmic re-appearance of the commitment of the Sisters of Mercy to hold fast to
their biblical heritage, this issue of The MAST Journal expresses the voice of women as
interpreters of the Scriptures. I suppose I share the sentiments of Moses in the desert
when the Spirit was given to the seventy elders, and then spontaneously came to rest on
two “unauthotized” persons. Joshua, his young aide, wanted to stop Medad and Eldad
from prophesying because they didn’t have Moses’ permission. Moses said, surprisingly,
as though casting all permissions and credentialing aside, “Would that all the people of
the Lord were prophets! Would that the Lord might bestow his Spirit on them alll” (Num.
11:29)

I might paraphrase Moses, “Would that all the women were interpreters of the Scriptures!
Would that the Lord might bestow such conviction and competence to them afll”

Sincerely,

Eloise Rosenblatt, R, S. M.,
Editor, The MAST Journal

58,0t Crren bz, RS9,




his issue of MAST presents

the opportunity for us to
explore a concept that held a
special place in the heart of
Catherine McAuley, namely
the compassion of God. Her
witty, heart-filled letters, her
gentle care of the marginalized
in Irish society, as well as her
benevolent attitude towards
her Sisters exemplify this divine
compassion, In the spirit of
Catherine, the title, Sisters of
Mercy, captures God’s compas-
sion at work.

In the constitutions of the
Sisters of Mercy of the Ameri-
cas, article #2 states that we, as
followers of Catherine, “com-
mit ourselves to follow Jesus
Christ in his compassion for suf-
fering people.” It is in this spirit
that this issuc of The MAST Jour
nal addresses Catherine’s spe-
cial legacy through a discussion
of the compassion of God as
found in scripture.

Joan Nemann’s article,
“Understanding  Cathering’s
Journey into Compassion,” first
discusses the connection be-

Guest Editor’s Note

Judith Schubert, R. S. M.

tween Catherine’s spirituality
and the biblical understanding
of compassion. Joan demon-
strates that “Catherine mirrored

the actions and presence of the

God of compas- sion.” Carol
Dempsey provides us with a
picture of compassion through
the God of creation in the scrip-
tures. She informs us that to be
connected to the heart of God,
we must have an all-embracing
love for the world.

Elaine Wainwright em-
ploys the dance metaphor to
celebrate a new way of being,
thinking, and viewing women
in the Bible. She indicates that
we, as women of Mercy must
continue the dance of our bib-
lical foremothers. If we do not,
the matriarchal tradition of the
dance of compassion will be-
come a dirge. Mary Ann Getty
explores compassion in general
and applies that understanding
to Paul’s experience of the com-
passion of God. She states that
“Paul’s identification with oth-
crs, in weakness as well as
strength, was as a vehicle of the

mystery and power of the com-
passion of God.”

The editor’s close reading
of the Samaritan story in Luke
10:25-37 demonstrates God’s
compassion in action and atti-
tude. When we function as the
Samaritan in the parable, God’s
compassionate presence can be
experienced by others. Sharon
Kerrigan’s article discusses how
the healing traditions in John’s
Gospel, which parallel the tra-
dition of Asclepius, exemplifies
Jesus’ compassion and power.
She indicates that we all need
the compassion of Jesus, the
divine physician.

Aswe ponder the theme of
compassion in the lives of our
biblical ancestors and the legacy
of Catherine McAuley, let us
head the command of Jesus to
“Go and do likewise” (Luke
10:37).

In a'spirit of compassion,
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{nderstanding Catherine’s Journey into

If God is compassion,
then our journeying into
compassion is necessarily
our journeying into God

and vice versa. The
degper we go into God,
the deeper we go into
compassion.’

MERCY IS THE SIGNIFICANT
element in Catherine’s spiritu-
ality as she lived it and as she
taught it to her sisters. It is the
essential element in the spiritu-
ality of the Sisters of Mercy. A
renewed biblical concept of
mercy as compassion provides
the framework through which
to probe Catherine’s under-
standing of union and charity,
the grace of the order and the
reciprocity of action and con-
tn::rnplau:ion.2 Further, a Trini-
tarian perspective of God as
compassion sheds light on the
integration of Catherine’s spiri-
tuality of mercy.

Compassion

Joan Nemann, R. S. M.

tuality and a renewed biblical
understanding of the derivation
of the word mercy. First, a word
about incarnational spirituality.
This represents a shift from the
classical philosophical world
view to an evolutionary or his-
torical consciousness which ad-
mits of new ways of expressing
age-old truths. This shift from a
classical consciousness to a his-
torical consciousness provides
new theological insights based
on spirituality and affects our
understanding of Scripture,
christology and theological tra-
dition.® It sheds light on the
power of the ordinary to reveal
the holy and maintains that the
incarnation of the divine into
the human Jesus is the mystery
which pervades and encom-
passes all things, and is the grace
and foundation of our exist-
ence. It is the vision of life in
which the entire created order
is sacred.

A Trinitarian perspective of God as
compassion sheds light on the
integration of Catherine’s spirituality of
mercy.

While Catherine’s writings
and tcachings speak of piety
and sanctity in terms of specific
virtues, it is now evident that
more insight can be gained into
her spirituality by applying the
concepts of incarnational spiri-

Catherine’s practice of the
works of mercy, and her fre-
quent references to the “imita-
tion of Jesus” should be seen in
this light. Catherine constantly
exhorted her followers to the
imitation of Jesus so that any-

2

one reading her letters or in-
structions quickly realizes that
her spirituality was centered in
Jesus. The word “imitation” has
negative connotations for us to-
day, but in the mystical tradi-
tion of the church, the meaning
is based on a view of reality in
which creation mirrors its crea-
tot, the human person is the
image of God.* It is this Jesus,
the incarnation of God’s mercy,
who began to heal and to teach,
and it was through similar mez-
ciful actions that Catherine mit-
rored the actions and presence
of the God of compassion. Jesus
as the Mercy of God revealed
to us is the focal point of Cath-
ering’s spirituality.> Further-
more, identification with Jesus
in his mission and profound
gratitude for the mercy of God
are two major themes of her
spiritual teachings and living

legacy.®

Metcy spirituality, if it is to be
a true expression of the one
Christian spirituality, must be
biblical and Christological. It
must be founded on the Word
of God, written and incarnate
. .. only in the light of that
tradition which is biblical and
characterized by mercy can
we sec our spirituality clearly.
Catherine McAuley lived in a
precritical period of biblical
studies. However, as the
prophets and saints of old,
she could have intuited by
grace what we can know more
precisely by study ... what she
may not have learned from
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biblical scholars, she learned
from life—the depth and
breadth of mercy.

The biblical roots of the word
mercy are very helpful in reveal-
ing the extent to which Cather-
inc’s spirituality of mercy is
biblical. The vocabulary in the
Scriptures which we refer to as
“mercy” is rich and varied.
There is no one word in the
original languages which en-
compasses the meaning of
mercy as it is understood today.
There are a number of words
used for mercy, but the two
words most often encountered
in a brief retrieval of the word
mercy from the original He-
btew ate #ahamim and hesed”
The first word, rabamim, is from
the root sehem meaning womb
or bowels and denotes for the
Jews the physical seat of the
emotions. It can best be trans-
lated as compassion and has to
do with the pity of a mother for
her helpless child. It means to
stoop down to the ncedy, to
show compassion in view of the
sufferer’s helplessness.

Such compassion is not
condescending, but embracing,
and is peculiarly perceived as a
feminine trait in the Old Testa-
ment. As such it is attributed to
God as mother, especially when
used with another Hebrew
word, hben, which means gra-
ciousness. This tender feeling
which is a characteristic of God,
should also be a characteristic of
all human beings. Further, the
Bible secs rabamim as essential
to brotherly and sisterly love
and due especially to the poor.
All of these qualitics are sub-
sumed in the richer biblical un-

derstanding of the word mercy,
best translated as compassion.
Throughout her life, Cath-
erine evidenced a tender com-
passion for the poor and
suffering. She also encouraged
her sisters to show such tendet-
ness and affection towards each
other and towards the poor.

3

indicates a profound attitude of
goodness involving an interior
as well as exterior commitment.
It thus implies fidelity between
the two covenanted parties.
When linked with the Hebrew
wotd emet, it signifies steadfast
love. This faithful love is central
to the prophet Hosea, but in

The biblical roots of the word mercy
are very helpful in revealing the extent
to which Catherine’s spiritualily of
mercy is biblical.

From what has been said about
the retrieval of the word mergy
from the Hebrew words rehem
and hen, it is evident that tender-
ness is an essential quality of
mercy, essential both to the bib-
lical concept and to Catherine’s
concept of mercy or compas-
sion.  Catherine’s  stooping
down to the needy was an em-
brace in loving mutuality. She
was neither stoic nor conde-
scending in her love for those
who are poor. And what is ex-
traordinary about this is that
Catherine acted in this way dur-
ing an era permeated with Jan-
senism.

On the other hand, the sec-
ond word in our retrieval of the
meaning of mercy from the
original Hebrew hesed significs
the covenantal relationship
with God; ie., a bond which
creatcs community between
God and God’s people. Such
covenant love by definition ex-
presses a loving relationship
which requires and promises fi-
delity and steadfast love. Hewed
is covenant love; thercfore,
mercy is covenant love. Fesed

Micah it takes on a moral mean-
ing, combining the ideas of love
and duty. Hesed is to be under-
stood, therefore, as merciful
love, that kind of love which
unites justice and love. Such
fove results in communion with
God and with one’s neighbor.

Micah does not say only that
acting justly is Yahweh's will
for society, not only that love
of neighbor is a person’s love
for God, he insists that justice
and love are inseparably one,
that social justice is an act of
{merciful) love. Only in such
love may one “walk humbly
with god,” for communion
with God is impossible with-
out communion with the
neighbor.” Merciful love (be-
sed) cannot be separated from
justice.

Cathetine’s life experience
shows the depth and breadth of
her understanding of mercy as
besed. While she never studied
the Hebtew text as such, and
most likely never heard of the
word, her obvious love of her
neighbor, shown in her practice
of the works of mercy, was per-
meated with that sense of jus-
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tice and love described by hesed.
She demonstrated in her life a
marvelous sense of communion
with God and with her neigh-
bor.

In the New Testament, the
theme of mercy is fully un-
veiled in the person of Jesus
who is God’s mercy incarnate.
Now, God shows us how to be
merciful in his Son who comes
not simply to heal our suffering,
but to suffer with us. His min-
istry was one of compassionate
response to the needy, yet he

necessary for such an otrder
and for all those who are
called to that order, that all
may attain to the perfection
for which it was designed;
hence none can attribuie to
themselves the success that
may atiend their exertions be-
cause it is the fruit which God
intended to produce when
He instituted the order and
granted the means to propa-
gate it.

Catherine’s reference here to
God’s giving the necessary
grace both to the order and to

She demonsirated in her life a
marvelous sense of communion with
God and with her neighbor.

does all to “fulfill all justice”
(Matt. 3:15).

The application to the
spirituality of Catherine de-
scribed above is clear. Not only
was mercy a significant part of
her spirituality, but the depth
and breadth of mercy—in the
biblical perspective—was her
spirituality. It becomes evident
now that when Catherine spoke
about the “grace of the order”
she had an intuitive grasp of
God’s fidelity implied in the
covenant relationship of hesed.

The works of God are all per-
fect in the order of grace as
well as nature. He never calls
any person to any state or for
any end without giving the
means and necessaty helps to
catty them through all the
difficulties of it; and this be-
ing sufficiently established, it
is not to be doubted that
when God institutes a relig-
ious order, He gives at the
same time the grace that is

the individual is the covenant
aspect denoted in the word besed
from the biblical meaning of
mercy. Parties to the covenant
are depicted on two levels. The
first is the order or congrega-
tion itself with which God is
both creator and pattner; the
second is the person who joins
the congregation. God is also a
partner with that person. Fur-
ther, any success that may come
to the order or its members is
the fruit of God’s grace and the
promise of God, not merely
from the efforts of the mem-
bers. It is small wonder then

that Catherine, understanding

God’s faithfulness in the sense
of covenant, trusted so strongly
in the providence of God. The
greater wonder is, perhaps, that
she intuited this biblical aspect
so fully and Iived out of it so
completely. Catherine  states
unequivocally that God not
only instituted the order, but
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also gave the means to propa-
gate it. Could we infer from this
that God will continue to give
the means for its propagation,
if God wishes it to continue into
the foture?

Of all the topics on which
Catherine wrote and taught, the
topic of union and charity is no
doubt the most frequent. Paul’s
discourse on charity (1 Corin-
thians 13) was a favorite Scrip-
ture passage of hers. She never
tited of quoting it. Further-
more, it was the basis of her
constant exhortations to her sis-
ters to “Love onc another as |
have loved you” (John 15:12).

This union and charity, so
treasured by Catherine, had its
source in her imitation of
Christ, in her union with Jesus
“...itbecame and continued to
be throughout our tradition a
core value, integral to the spirit
of mercy.”11

When the institute was in
its beginnings, for seven years
until the draft was approved,
the only rule Catherine offered
to her sisters was that of union
and charity. She urged her sis-
ters to reflect in their love for
each other, the love that exists
between God as Father and
Son. This love was to be mutual
and should characterize her re-
ligious as “true spouses and ser-
vants of Jesus Christ.”1? Such
love for cach other was to be
seen in acts, not metely in
words, so that “it may be truly
said, there is in us but one heart
and one soul in God .. .13 She
also says, “an eminent mark of
Mertcy is that it attributes a com-
passionate and gracious charac-
ter to love” In her instruc-
tions to her sisters, Catherine
details many aspects of this
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compassionate and gracious
love which was to reflect the
divinity. Always this love was
grounded in the reality of the
human.

Let charity then be our badge
of honor, our highest glory,
the seal of our election to the
dignity of Christ’s spouses,
and therefore, we must—to
use the words of the Apostle,
“clothe ourselves, as the elect
and beloved of God, with
mercy, compassion, kindness,
humility, affability, modesty,
and patience.” cherishing and
maintaining this virtue more
by acts than by words. !

This charity constitutes the un-
folding of the mystery of the
incarnation and redemption as
the person grows in union with
self, others and the Triune God.
It is a union which is ceatered
in God, a2 union of loving and
being loved, a union whose fab-
ric is faith and hope and love.
It is the oneness, the wholeness
which constitutes the Christian
life.

It is moreover 2 union which
cannot be understood with-
out understanding it as
mercy—mercied gift of union
from God and from men,
opening and fructifying ineo
mercied giving of union, met-
ciful bringing to union.

It is quite evident then, that
Catherine’s concept of union
and charity was eminently
christological.

This constant contemplation
of Christ suffering was the
wellspring of compassion for
Catherine. Entering into the
mystery of the redeeming
Jesus was an experience of
the depths of God’s own com-
passion. She received in this
way love which filled her and
impelled her to be love and
compassion for others.!’

Another important aspect
of mercy and the “grace of the
order” is the classic integration
of contemplation and action.
To understand this, it is helpful
to look at the reciprocity not
only of action and contempla-
tion, but to relate these to the
two great commandments of
the Old Testament. Jesus taught
that the Law and the Prophets
could be summarized in two
great commandments, love of
God and love of neighbor
(Matt. 22:37-40). But, in real-
ity, we are all bound up in the

5

To emphasize the reciproc-
ity that Catherine experiences,
she mentions it at least five
times in “The Spirit of the Insti-
tute” alone: first, in terms of
“our own salvation and that of
others”; second, “being sepa-
rated from the contemplation
of Christ” in order to instruct
others; third, doing “the spiri-
tual and corporal works of
mercy which draw religious
from a life of contemplation, so
far from separating them from
the love of God, unite them
much mote closely to Him”;

In reality, we are all bound up in the
one existence of God. We are one in
source and destiny.

one existence of God. We are
one in soutce and destiny. Thus
Paul reduces these two com-
mandments to a single com-
mandment, “Love your
neighbor as yourself” (Gal
5:14). Compassion is the source
of unity. Compassion is the
uniting enecrgy of action and
contemplation.

Compassion heals this wound
of dualistic thinking and act-
ing, for it refuses to separate
fove of God from love of
neighbor and experiences
both at once . .. Compassion
is one energy, divine and hu-
man.

To devote our lives to the
accomplishment of our own
salvation and to promote the
salvation of others is the end
and object of our Oxder of
Mercy. These two works ate
so linked together by our rule
and observances that they re-
ciprocally help cach other.1?

fourth, quoting St. Paul: “You
arc my joy and my crown” (Phil.
4:1), because through you “we
draw down on ourselves the
mercy and grace of our Lord”;
fifth, “rendering oursclves use-
ful to our neighbor and also the
advancement of our own salva-
tion.”20

Reciprocity between these
apparent opposites was impor-
tant to Catherine, and the en-
ergy  which made them
reciprocal for her, which united
them within her, was compas-
sion. It was this energy which
allowed her to experience God
in every action, in every work
of the moment, in every person
she encountered.

In it [The Spitit of the Insti-
tute] Catherine insists on the
need for a profound spiritual
life yet shows that the works
of mercy are ways to union
with God. Prayer and wortk



flow together reciprocally: to
neglect cither for the sake of
the other is to separate them
gndzliosc our reason for be-
ing.
In the image of the dance that
Catherine herself used quite
frequently, we might say that
the flow of this thythm between
action and contemplation was
the dance of her life.??

Surely, we can say of Cath-
erine that she was immersed in
the God of mercy, immersed in
the sea of compassion.

A Master says, “The highest
work that God has ever
worked in all creatures is
compassion” and this means
that God sets the soul in the
highest and purest place
which it can occupy: in space,
in the sea, in a fathomless
ocecan; and there God works
compassion.

Meister Eckhart offers further
insight into the spirituality of
compassion. He notes that
“only God is compassionate
and so to touch our divine roots
is to make contact with compas-
sion.”** According to Eckhart
compassion consists of two as-
pects; first, the interdepend-
ence of all creatures within
creation; and second, the aspect
of justice.

The first side to compassion
is mystical; the second is pro-
phetic. Creating justice or
compassion constitutes the
ultdmate act of birthing and
creativity since injustice is the
ultimate act of violence and
dualism. But to create justice
one must have experienced
oneness and mystical compas-
sion. This oneness is the basis
of the creation of all things,
for all things were born in
compassion and want to re-
turn there. Hckhart does not
get trapped in the contempla-

tive vs. action dualistic di-
lemma because his is truly a
Trinitarian theology.

Eckhart’s words reflect an un-
derstanding of the Trinity in the
tradition of St. Bonaventure
and the Eastern Fathers of the
church. In this tradition, the
Trinity is perceived as a dyna-
mism of divine energy and love.
The Trinity is the abyss of the
divinity. It is not static, but is an
eternal flow of energy. In 2
similar sense D. M. Baillie
speaks of this encrgy of love.

The Christian doctrine of the
Trinity means that God is
love, ie., that God chooses
not to temain self-enclosed,
but to reach out graciously to
humankind in Son and Spirit
. . . The graciousness of the
mystery we call God (ngathcr)
reaching out to us“® and
touching us from the very
depths of God’s very being
... They called the mysteri-
ous energy that Jesus wit-
nessed to them as love Father.
The incarnation of this love
in time and space they called
Son, and the abiding presence
of this love they called
Spirit.27
The dynamism of the Trinity is
the primordial reality produc-
ing differentiation of petsons.
God as Father/Mother is the
fountain-source of divine fe-
cundity. God is creative energy.
Out of this boundless fecundity,
the Son is generated, express
ing himself in the creatot’s per-
fect image, the eternal Word.
This fecundity issues further in
the procession of the Spitit as
the mutual love of: Father/
Mother and Son, and the gift in
whom all good gifts are given.
The wotld, in this tradition, is
seen as the overflow and ex-
pression of divine fecundity.
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For Eckhart, the spiritual
journey does not culminate in
contemplation, but in compas-
sion. “Contemplation is not a
biblical category, but compas-
sion is the very name for
YHWH and the presence of
God among us.”28 It is in this
Trinitarian tradition that we can
most cleatly see how Catherine
lived out her call to “be compas-
sionate as the heavenly Father
is compassionate” (Luke 6:36).
It is within this framework that
we can readily petceive Cather-
ine’s tender pity and compas-
sion for all humankind as the
divine energy of compassion
present to her world. The word
interdependence may not have
been in Catherine’s vocabulary,
yet she grasped to a unique ex-
tent the brotherhood and sister-
hood of all of creation. In her
own way and in her own world,
she facilitated their birthing in
compassion and their return to
compassion.

In Catherine’s own spiri-
tual journey of compassion,
there was no dualism because
all of creation was an expres-
sion of the divine fecundity of
God; all was a reflection of the
Word, God’s Son; and all was
experienced by her as gift in
their mutual love, the Spirit.
Gratitude was a large part of her
spirituality. She frequently
spoke about it and wrote about
it.

In fact, one cannot read her
letters without getting the dis-
tinct impression that there is
little in Catherine’s life that
she takes for granted. Her let-
ters are overflowing with
gratitude, and as far as Cath-
erine was concerned, all of
life was a manifestation of the
presence of God's loving
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kindness. This spirit of grati-
tude—an essential quality of
mercy—sces, acknowledges,
remembers, appreciates, and
receives the tender loving
kindness of our God 2

Her letters give much evi-
dence that she had a grateful
heart. She reccived all good
gifts from the hands of a gra-
cious God. Her compassion was
a reflection of the divine com-
passion—a compassion of delib-
erate choice and simple act It
was this compassion that gave
her such simplicity of heart and
focused her whole life. Surely,
she would have agreed with
Meister Eckhart’s summary of
the Law, or Torah, as oneness:
“God-love and neighborly love
are one. But compassion too is
a law of oneness and whole-
ness.”> 1

Finally, Meister Eckhart’s

words eminently sum up Cath-
erine’s experience of God and
her spirituality of mercy, her
spirituality of compassion:

You may call God love;
You may call God goodness;
bt the best name for God is

compession.
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Compassion: The Embrace of Life

ONE OF THE MOST consoling,
renewing, and transforming
wotds in both the Hebrew and
Christian Scriptures is the word
“compassion.” Derived from
the Hebrew root sm, “compas-
sion” is both a divine charac-
teristic and a human sentiment;
it is an attitude and a way of life.
In the biblical texts, we sce that
divine compassion embraces
not only human beings but also
non-human beings. Hence, di-
vine compassion, as we will sce,
embraces all of life. And this
divine, all-inclusive compas-
sionate attitude toward life is
not just a warm and fuzzy feel-
ing; it is an attitude that is at the
heart of life-sustaining, life-re-
newing, and life-transforming
actions.

Such a divine attitude and
the actions that flow from it
challenge us in ways that are
most uncomfortable. If we are
committed to being women and
men of hope, then we have no
choice but to be women and
men of compassion who cm-
brace wholeheartedly the chal-
lenge of ethical responsibility,
ethical choices, and ethical de-
cision-making that will assure
the quality of life for all of crea-
tion. In this way, we partake in
the vision of the “new cove-
nant,”

In this vision of the “new
covenant,” life is lived interde-
pendently in a wonder-full gar-
den where the forces and the

Carol J. Dempsey, O. P.

balance of the natutal world are

cherished and respected so that
ice and cold, frosts and snows,
nights and days, lightnings and
clouds, mountains and hills, all
that grows in the ground, seas
and rivers, whales, birds, wild
animals and cattle, can bless our
God.! The wonder-full garden
is a place where:

Nation shall not lift up sword
against nation,

neither shall they learn war any
mozre

but they shall all sit undey their
own vincs

and under their own fig trees,

and no one shall make them
afraid (Micah 4:3-4);

where:

the wolf shall live with the lamb

the lcopard shall lic down with
the kid

the calf and the lion and the
fatling together,

and a litde child shall lead them
(Isa. 11:6);

and where:

steadfast love and faithfulness
will mees;

tighteousness and peace will kiss
cach other (Ps. 85:10).

All this can happen because the
carth will be full of the knowl-
edge of Go% who is a God of
compassion.

Having offered a bricf un-
derstanding of the word cwmpas-
sion and having envisioned with
the prophets a picture of what
life could look like when com-
passion is embraced, I will now
consider more specifically the
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notion of compassion as it re-
lates to God and Jesus as re-
flected in various biblical
passages.

Compassion and
Covenant Renewal

In the Hebrew Scriptures, we
sce that compassion is related to
the renewal of covenant. For
cxample, Istael’s apostasy is re-
counted in Exodus 32-34. The
story of the building of the
golden calf and Moses’ and
God’s anger is a familiar one
(Exod. 32:1-9). Moses’ inter-
cession on behalf of the idola-
trous people is reflective of his
compassion for the pcoplc.3
Yet, the story shows us that such
compassion is associated with
confrontation  (sce  Exod.
32:30) and a perceived sensc of
divine chastisement (Exod.
32:33-35) which, in turn, gives
way to divine forgiveness and
restoration of covenant be-
tween God and the people (see
Exod. 33:18-23; 34:6,10-28).

Compassion and
Divine Wrath

Divine compassion is also asso-
ciated with divine wrath. Time
and again, the Hebrew Scrip-
tures show us that God be-
comes indignant with the
Israclite people not only on ac-
count of their idol Worship4 but
also because of their gross injus-
tices, many of which they com-
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mitted against their own peo-
ple.5

And yet, the Scriptures
show us that God’s wrath is not
the final action nor the final
word., The prophet Micah
shows us that when Israel re-
pents—and by extension, when
humankind repents—there is
an cxpression of divine com-
passion:

“With what shall T come before
YHWH

and bow myself before God on
high?

Shall I come before him with
burnt offerings,

with calves a year old?

Will YHWH be pleased with
thousands of rams,

with ten thousands of rivers of
oil?

Shall I give my firsthorn for my
transgression,

the fruit of my body for the sin
of my soul?”

He has told you, O mortal, what
is good;

and what does YHWH require
of you

but to do justice, and to love
kindness

and to walk humbly with your
God? (Micah 6:6-8)

In essence, God does not desire

some sort of sacrifice to atone

for sin. Rather, what God de-

sires is for one to live a life that

is rooted in justice and kind-

ness, and a relationship with the

Divine. Such a life will, in fact,

be a life of compassion that

flows from a humble walk with

God where we learn not only

who we are and what we must

do to live an ethical life wed to

compassion, but also who our

God is. With the prophet Micah

we can then proclaim:

Who is a God like you,
pardoning iniquity

and passing over the
transgression

of the remnant of your
possession?

God does not retain anger
forever

because [God] delights in
showing clemency.

[God] will again have
compassion on us;

[God] will tread our iniquities
under foot.

You will cast all our sins

into the depths of the sca.

You will show faithfulness to
Jacob

and unswerving loyalty to
Abraham,

As you have sworn to out
ancestors

from the days of old (Miczh
6:18-20).

Finally, it is the prophet Hosea

that provides us with even a

closer view into the heart of
God:

How can I give you up,
Ephraim?

How can I hand you over, O
Israel?

How can I make you like
Admah?

How can I treat you like
Zeboiim?

My heart recoils within me;

my compassion grows warm and
tender (Hos. 11:8).

As with the previously quoted
Micah passages, this passage
comes after divine displeasure
with Israel on account of its
transgressions. But what is pe-
culiar here is the fact that unlike
the Micah passages where we
see divine compassion associ-
ated with human repentance,
Hos. 11:8 preseats us with an
expression of divine compas-
sion that is independent of ex-
pressed human repentance. In-
deed, then, one could view
Hos. 11:8 as the window to
God’s heart wherein lies a com-
passion for humankind that is
independent of any action on

9

the part of human beings.
Hence, in the heart of God is
compas- sion, and; compassion
is at the heart of God who is, I
suggest, all-heart. T'o be noted
is that I-b, “heart” is the organ
central to the Israelite culture.
It is upon the Israclites’ heart
that God finally writes the law.®

Divine Compassion
toward All of Creation

God’s love is not only for hu-
mankind but for all of creation
as well. This is seen in Psalm
104, pardculatly in vv. 10-30.
In this psalm, the psalmist pro-
vides us with a view of God as
creator who cares for all of life,
It is through the psalmist’s por-
trayal of God as creator, sus-
tainet, and caretaker of creation
that we are able to see further
God’s attribute of compassion.

In vv. 10-13, the psalmist
addresses God directly. In vv.
10-12, the psalmist acknow-
ledges God’s creative activity in
the natural world, and we see

. how such activity sustains the

natural world’s creatures:

You make springs gush forth in
the valleys; they flow
between the hills,

giving drink to every wild
animal; the wild asses
quench their thirst,

By the streams the birds of the
air have their habitation;
they sing among the
branches.

The gushing springs and their
streams provide a drink and a
suitable habitat for the animals,
Even though creation has an
intrinsic goodness independent
of its utilitarian purposes, the
picture that the psalmist creates
suggests an interdependence
within the natural world . . .“the
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carth is satisfied with the fruit
of your work” (v, 13).

In vv. 14-23, one sees fur-
ther that the natural world is a
gift not only to people but to
the little animals as well, insofar
as the natural world helps to
sustain both human and non-

human life. In v. 14, the psalm-

ist proclaims that God causes
the grass to grow for cattle and
plants for people to cultivate.
Trees that God planted are wa-
tered abundantly, and in them
the birds build their nests; the
stork makes a home in the fir
trees (v. 17). The high moun-
tains are for the wild goats, and
the rocks are a shelter for the
coneys (v. 18). Even the crea-
tion of day and night plays an
important part in the lives of
human and non-human crea-
tures. During the night hours,
nocturnal animals come creep-
ing out of the forests (v. 20).
When the sun rises, they retreat
as people go about their chores
until evening (vv. 22-23).
Thus, the psalmist’s song
presents a portrait of a beautiful
relationship that exists among
all of creation. Furthermore, in
v. 21 one sces that while there
seems to be an interdependent
relationship within the natural
world, ultimately all is depend-
ent on God, creator and sus-
tainer: “The young lions roar
for their prey / secking their
food from God” (v. 21). And so,
even though the biblical text
does not state specifically that
God created elements in the
natural world to assist human
and non-human life and to be a
source for sustaining both, one
does wonder if in the creative
plan of God, God did give
thought to what could become

a home for birds, a shelter for
the wild goats, etc.

When viewed as a whole,
Psalm 104 attests to the creative
powers of God whose works of
creation become, in many in-
stances, a source of life and pro-
tection for other beings that
were also created by God. This
interdependent,  interrelated
picture that one sees in Ps.
104:10-30 provides a portrait
of a caring, compassionate God
who may have known what
cach element would need for
life, and thus, may have de-
signed the wortld with this in
mind while providing all of life
with its own intrinsic goodness.
It is no wonder then that in
Psalm 145 the psaimist can sing:

YHWT is gracious and merciful

slow to anger and abounding in
steadfast love.

YHWH is good to all,

and [YHWH’s] compassion is
over all that -

[YITWH] has made (Ps. 145:8-9).

The Prophets as a
Sign of God’s
Compassion

Having looked at the ancient
biblical world briefly, one can
say that the biblical texts give us
a view of God's compassion
from the moment God took
into account Cain’s situation” to
the time when God intervened
on behalf of Hagar and Ish-
macL8 to the days when God
heard and acted upon the Isra-
clites’ groans because they were
being oppressed by the Egyp-
tian pharach and taskmasters.
The biblical texts also give us a
view of various women and
men in the ancient world who
acted compassionately, as in the

The MAST Jowrnal

case of the Egyptian pharaoh’s
daughter who took pity on the
Hebrew baby she found in the
basket and decided to safeguard
it rather than destroy it, which
was Pharaoh’s otder.” Another
group of people in the ancient
world who are a sign of God’s
compassion are the prophets.

One of the divinely in-
spired tasks of the prophets was
to upbraid people and nations
for their injustices, as in the case
of Amos.10 For the victims of
injustice, the prophets’ harsh,
confronting words directed at
the oppressors came as “good
news,” and as a consolation, for
now truly God was acting on
their behalf.

However, the very pres-
ence of the prophets is not only
a sign of hope for the victims of
injustice but a summons for the
perpetrators of injustice them-
sclves. The prophets urge them
to “repent,” as seen in Ezek,
18:30-32 wherc the prophet
urges the house of Israel to re-
pent so0 as not to be destroyed.
Hence, God’s plan is for
life—for universal salvation—
and not for death and destruc-
tion. The fact that prophets are
present in times of social, politi-
cal, and religious turmoil is a
sign of God’s compassion for
the Israelites, for not only do
prophets confront and hold out
hope, but they also envision for
the people what can be!! while
offering them consolation and
encouragement.)?

Thus, when the divided
kingdoms of Isracl and Judah
collapsed and the temple was
destroyed, it was the prophets’
presence among the people that
assured them that yes, God was
with them. The prophets, then,
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are the embodiment of the di-
vine promise that God will
never abandon the people or
break covenant with them, and
they are a sign of God’s compas-
sion whose grace rains down on
the just and the unjust alike.

Jesus: God’s
Compassion
Incarnated

In the New Testament, the per-
son and deeds of Jesus provide
us with a deeper insight into
God’s compassion and what it
means to be people of divine
compassion. :

While Jesus may be viewed
in the wisdom and apocalyptic
traditions, I choose to view him
from the perspective of the pro-
phetic tradition. It seems to me
that the Gospel writers, espe-
cially Matthew and Luke, also
tend to situate Jesus in the pro-
phetic tradition as well. Both
Matthew and Luke feature
Jesus proclaiming two certain
passages from the Isaian text!?
that set the tone for Jesus’ mis-
sion and ministry.

Throughout the Gospel
writings, one sees Jesus pot-
ttayed as a man who cares
deeply about all kinds of peo-
ple. He heals the blind, con-
soles the brokenhearted, raises
the dead, and has tremendous
compassion on the woman ac-
cused of adultery. Let’s look at
John 7:53 — 811,

In this passage, we sce the
scribes and Pharisees bringing
Jesus to a woman who was sup-
posedly caught in the act of
adultery. The woman’s accusets
are quick to point out to Jesus
that the law of Moses com-
manded them “to stone such

women” (v. 5). Interestingly so,
if one looks at Lev, 20:10-16,
one sees that death is the pre-
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letter. As with God, Jesus’ ulti-
mate word and deed is a word
and deed of compassion that

“What is our role in our American
sociely and in our global realities on
our planet earth?” The answer is as
simple as the question: Our role is to
be women and men of compassion.

scribed punishment for both
the adulterer and the adulter-
ess. Here, according to John’s
writing, we see only the woman
being brought to task and the
scribes and the Pharisees mak-
ing reference to the law as it
affects women only. Curiously,
after the scribes and the Phari-
sees confront Jesus, the gospel
writer portrays Jesus as onc
who, nonchalantly, is able to
put things into a broader per-
spective. He writes on the
ground with his finger and con-
fronts the woman’s accusers di-
rectly: “Let anyone among you
who is without sin be the first
to throw a stone at her” (v. 7).
Such a statement dispelled the
accusers and left Jesus with the
woman who was not con-
demned by him. Rather, she
was sct free and told not to sin
again.

Jesus’ sense of mission and
ministry was characterized by
his understanding of God as a
(od of compassion who cared
for sinners, in this case a
woman. She represented the
most vulnerable in Jewish soci-
ety because of her gender and
lack of status. Jesus responded
out of his heart and not out of
a desire to fulfill the law to its

surpasses the imposition of the
letter of the law. Would that all
people have the understanding
and heart of Jesus whose words
and deeds reflect the love that
God holds for creation with all
its strength, beauty, and fragil-
ity. Compassion, then, means
living life through the eyes of
God which means living life
with the eyes of love.

Compassion in a
Contemporary Setting

The stories of both the Hebrew
and Christian Scriptures con-
front us with a simple question:
“What is our role in our Ameri-
can society and in our global
realities on our planet earth?”
The answer is as simple as the
question: Qur role is to be
women and men of compassion
who are willing to be prophetic.
We must be willing to identify
those within creation who are
in need of healing and to do
something actively to work for
the healing and transformation
of those attitudes that cause
emotional, psychological, phys-
ical, and spiritual pain.

As women and men of
compassion, we are faced with
another challenge: to be willing



12

to toll up our sleeves to work.
Either we change or we tear
down those structures and sys-
tems that are causing oppres-
sion. It is no longer enough to
have an attitude and lifestyle
that bespeaks of our solidarity
with the poor and oppressed.
The poor and oppressed do not
want to be poor and oppressed.
What they want is to be libet-
ated from their most vulnerable
situation.

And so, to be women and
men of compassion is to be
women and men of liberation
who confront the issues and
situations that cause poverty.
Then we will be able to bring
“good news” to the poor. When
we work to transform attitudes,
structures, systems, or to let go
of that which is no longer work-
able and is causing oppression,
then we will be able to proclaim
release to the captives. And we
will also be trying to set free
those people who are impris-
oned by their own debilitating
attitudes such as power and
control that are often born of
pride and insecurity.

When we confront those
who do injustice and help them
to see that their deeds are caus-
ing pain not only to other peo-
ple but in many instances injury
to the natural world and its
creatures, perhaps then we will
be working for recovery of sight
to the blind. And when we
work for the whole of the com-
mon good that involves all peo-
" ple and all creation, perhaps
then we will be helping to let
the oppressed go free so thatwe
can all work toward living life
interdependently with rever-
ence, the fruit of compassion.
And because we arc fragile hu-

man beings living in fragile
world that is holy, but not yet
fully transformed into God, we
need to forgive one another as
we forgive ourselves because
many times, we do not realize
what we have really done. If we
did, pethaps we would not have
done it. To be compassionate is
to be women and men of jus-
tice, a virtue forever tempered
by mercy, all flowing from a
loving heart that knows how to
let go and forgive. God forgave
continually in Israel’s history.
Jesus forgave his enemies as he
hung on a cross, enduring the
pain caused by some powet-
hungry, wrathful people who
were encouraged by fickle
voices who cried out, “Barab-
bas” when asked by Pilate who
should be released. The heart of

compassion is forgiveness.

Conclusion

As we have seen, both the He-
brew and Christian Scriptures
contain many examples of com-
passion that is both a divine
characteristic and a human sen-
timent. Both God and Jesus act
compassionately as do many of
the women and men porcrayed
in the Bible, be they Egyptian,
Israclite, Jewish, or Gentile. By
highlighting a few of many ex-
amples, I hope these reflections
can serve as an invitation to sit
with the biblical text and our
ancestors who call us to take a
humble walk with God so that
we will be able to look at life
and embrace it as God does
with reverence flowing from a
love that is all-inclusive and
profoundly compassionate.

I close with the words of
Ephrem of Syria, who I think
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summarizes for us what it
means to have a compassionate
heart today:

An elder was once asked,
“What is a compassionate
heart?” He replied: “Tt is a heart
on fire for the whole of crea-
tion, for humanity, for the
birds, for the animals, for de-
mons and for all that exists. At
the recollection and at the sight
of them such a person’s eyes
ovetflow with tears owing to
the vehemence of the compas-
sion which grips [onc’s] heart;
as a result of [one’s| deep mercy
{one’s] heart shrinks and cannot
bear to hear or look on any
injury or the slightest suffering
of anything in creation.”1#

Notes

1. For the exact passage for this
biblical reference, see Dan.
3:52-90.

2. 8ee, e.g., Bxod. 22:27; Ps.
103:13; 116:5, eic.

3, See Exod. 32:11-14;
33:12-23.

4. See, e.g,, Micah 2:7,

5. Sce, e.g., Micah 2:1-5; Isa.
2:6-16, etc.

6. See Jer, 31:33.

7. See Gen. 4:13-16.

8. See Gen. 21:8-21.

9. See Exod. 2:1-10.

10. See, e.g., Amos 1-2.

11. See, ¢.g., Micah 4.

12, See, e¢.g., Isa. 43:1-13; Jer.
31:31-34; 32:26-44, etc.

13. See Matt, 12:15-21 and Isa.
42:1-4; Tuke 4:16-19 and
Isa. 61:1-4.

14. Hymus of Pavadise (Syriac
edition: E. Beck in CSCO,
vols. 174-75; English trans-
lation [with Commentary on
Genests, section 2]: trans., 8. P.
Brock; Crestwood: St.
Vladimir, 1990).



The Female Face of Divine Compassion—

Dirge or Dance?'

Elaine Wainwright, R. S. M.

THIS PAPER ORIGINATED IN A
remembering of Mercy fore-
mothers and foresisters which
opened the conference, “Mercy
Alive,” held in Canberra, Aus-
tralia, in April, 1996. The re-
membering was placed under
the banner of a Celtic song of
which one verse in particular
provides a backdrop to this pa-
per and its task:

My story will not be
forgotten If you re-
member it. (Song of
Fothad Canainne)?

Participants at the confet-
ence were invited into a “pro-
gressive  hermeneutic™  of
divine and human compassion
which began with the telling of
the stories of women of Mercy
from nineteenth-century Ire-
land who established founda-
tions in  Australia.  The
“progressive hermenecutic” ex-
panded to include the naming
of divine compassion as Mother
of Mercy, inviting participants
into the dance of naming, the
dance of the progressive her-
meneutic. This paper contin-
ues that “progressive herme-
neutic,” and continues the
dance. It seeks the face of di-
vine compassion in women of
mercy from a more ancient
story, the biblical tradition. The
lens through which I seek to tell
or retell the stories of these
women is that of the symbol of
the dance and its countersign,
the dirge.

Dance is an emetging new
metaphor which evokes free-
dom, creativity, and expression
of emotion! It is being used
among women today to signify
a rediscovery of the female
body, its movements and its
ability to carry meaning. It con-
notes a world of freedom from
shackles, of liberating possibili-
tics, spiraling out toward infin-
ity. A moment’s reflection on
the symbol, however, brings to

being reencoded continually in
out world.

At the beginning of an ex-
ploration of the dance of the
female face of compassion en-
countered in the biblical story,
it is therefore important to re-
member that the texts in which
the stories of this compassion
are embedded are all male-
centered or androcentric narta-
tives. The key protagonists are
male and the symbolic order

Dance is being used among women

today lo signify a rediscovery of the

female body, its movements and its
ability to carry meaning.

mind other images. At the time
of first preparing this paper,
Pride and Prejudice was being
screened on national television.
Dance was a prominent image
within that portrayal of life.
Men and women had well es-
tablished toles within an or-
dered performance. The dance
for the couples was initiated by
the men who led the women.
One possible response to such
a production and reflection on
this key image might be that we
do not live in the era of Pride
and Prejudice. However, it is
clear that our society still carries
many traces of that time, butnot
only traces. There is certainly
evidence of social structuring
similar to that in the film; it is
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constructed is a male-centered
order. Cheryl Exum says of
such order:

Women are at the boundary
of the symbolic order, the
border between men and
chaos. As bordetline figures,
women partake of the prop-
erdes of a border: they are
neither inside nor outside.
When women are viewed as
inside the border, they are
seen to have protective quali-
ties . . . When viewed as out-
side, they are dangerous.

Such a construct of reality, how-
ever, does not pertain to the
ancient biblical texts only. We
ourselves, despite our initial
shifts in consciousness and our
articulation of new insights, in-
habit a world in which the
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dominant ideology and con-
structs still place women on the
borderline. The shift in con-
sciousness in its own way also
places women on the margin,
dangerous to the male-centered
symbolic order which still func-
tions so powerfully, We are, in
many ways, “women out of our
sphere.”® I therefore raise the
question in the subtitle of this
paper: Is the female face of
compassion in our tradition
(and likewise in our present
church and world) dirge or
dance? By posing such a ques-
tion, I wish to stress that in
retelling ancient stories from
within a patriarchal narrative
and from within life realms on
the edge of patriarchy, we nced
to be continually vigilant that
our stories, metaphors, and im-
ages do not reinscribe the gen-
der politics which favors an
androcentric or male-centered
ideology in which the image of
dance is ordered, controlled,
and male initiated.” Awareness
of such a danger, however,
must not obscure how vital it is
for our very survival that we do
reclaim our stories, draw on old
and new metaphors, and dance
the new dance. It is our only
hope for new life, for mercy
come alive in a2 new world
which we are seeking to shape
with other women and men of
compassion and mercy.

Women of Dance/
Women of Song

The contemporary intuition to
claim or reclaim the image of
dance and song, and especially
women of dance and women of
song, places today’s feminists in

a long line of tradition which,
no doubt, could be traced back
well beyond the emergence of
the biblical story. Within that
limited tradition of the biblical
trajectory, however, the figure
of Miriam, the sister of Moses,
emerges as “the foundress of a
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explicitly that she heard the cry
of the child and had compas-
sion on the child, that she was
a woman of mercy (Exod. 2:6).
In this, she is the human face of
divine compassion, of the
mother of mercy who hears the
cry of her children. Given the

Is the female face of compassion in our
tradition (and likewise in our present
church and world) dirge or dance?

women’s song tradition.”®

Miriam, in fact frames the story
of Israel’s liberation (Exod. 1:1
— 15:21) with her complicity in
female acts of resistance re-
counted in Exodus 2, on the
one hand, and her participation
in female proclamation of the
final victory on the other
(Exod. 15:20-21). What fol-
lows is a brief exploration of the
story of this woman of dance
and of song.

In the opening chapters of
Exodus, the reader encounters
five key female characters:

Shiphrah and Puah—the He-

brew midwives; Jochebed—the
mother of the abandoned child
who is not named at this point
of the narrative but later in
Exod. 6:20; Miriam—the
child’s sistetr who is likewise not
yet named (cf. Exod. 6:20;
15:20); and the daughter of
Pharoah who subsequently res-
cues the child. Bach woman in
her own way defies the cruel
and unjust decree of Pharoah
and begins the process of resis-
tance which characterizes the
exodus natrative. Of the daugh-
ter of Pharosh, the text states

strong narrative and thematic
links between the five women
of the opening chapters of Exo-
dus, however, each of these re-
sistant women could be called a
woman of compassion. While it
might be suggested that these
women inhabit the acceptable
space for women and women'’s
compassion, that is the care of
children,? their activity takes
place in the public arena in a
way which has public import.
This import, the beginning of
the process of liberation, is then
taken up by the male protago-
nist, Moses, whom they rescue.
The narrative strongly suggests,
however, that it is the human
resistance to oppression by the
five women of compassion
which draws forth the divine
compassion: “I have observed
the misery of my people, and
have heard their cry . . . and I
have come down to deliver
them” (Exod. 3:7-8). And this
divine compassion which hears
the cry and acts to deliver is
most clearly foreshadowed by
the hearing and the acting of
Pharoah’s daughter, the human
face of this compassion.
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It is one of these women of
compassion, Miriam, who is
named and whom the reader
encounters at the end of the
narrative of liberation:

Then the prophet Miriam,

Aaron’s sister, took a tambou-
tine in her hand; and all the
women went out after her
with tambourines and with
dancing. And Miriam sang to
them:
Sing to our God, who has
triumphed gloriously
Horse and rider have been
thrown into the sea.

(Exod. 15:20-21).

Not only is she named, but she
is called “prophet,” one who
speaks with the divine voice.
She leads the women of Tsrael
in the song and the dance of
liberation, The women’s music-
making, dance and song, give
voice and give recognition to
divine compassion. But, from
another perspective, that of the
Egyptians, the dance becomes
dirge and liberation, annihila-
tion, a continual reminder of
the power of perspective. Also,
in the patriarchal narrative, the
Song of Miriam and the women
is overshadowed by that given
to Moses in Exod. 15:1-18.
This brief reference, however,
evokes the world of women, a
world in which a public per-
formance role established social
ties among women. As Carol
Meyess suggests, such tics lead
to “greater possibilities for en-
hanced status.”10 Indeed one of
their group, Miriam, is called
“prophet,” a significant leader-
ship role augmented, as sug-
gested in the text, by the roles
of the other women. It leads us
to ask today about the potential
for prophetic power that exists
in the ties which link women of

mercy in local groups, across
Australia, the Pacific, and the
globe.

But this prophetic woman
of song and dance has her voice
silenced and her step curtailed,
She raises her voice on behalf
of another woman, “the Cushite
woman whom Moses had mar-
ried” (Num. 12:1), and ques-
tions the absolute male authos-
ity of her brother, Moses.11 Tt
must be remembered that she
does this together with her
brother Aaron but it is Mitiam
alone who is struck with lep-
rosy. She is put outside the
camp for seven days and sepa-
rated from the company of
women. The narrative evokes
the God who is on the side of
Moses” authoritative leadership
and Aaron’s presumed inno-
cence. This woman of compas-
sion whose authoritative voice
threatened to shift the border-
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how might we retell, reclaim
the story of Miriam, the
prophet of divine compassion,
so that her prophetic compas-
sion and that of her female
companions may move us to-
watd a new dance and a new
song?

Just as the tradition is no
stranger to women’s dance,
song, and prophetic action, so
too women’s remembering of
their sisters as women of song
and dance and creative possibil-
ity is likewise not new. Another
woman of dance and song, the
daughter of Jephthah, is re-
membered cach year by her
companions, the daughters of
Israel (Judg. 11:34-40). Like
Miriam, her music and dance
combined to celebrate a liberat-
ing victory, that of her father
Jephthah against the Ammon-
ites. We imagine her voice
raised in song and her body

Just as the tradition is no stranger to
women’s dance, song, and prophelic
action, so too women’s remembering of
their sisters as women of song and
dance and crealive possibility is
likewise nol new.

line of the symbolic order, this
“woman out of her sphere” was
dangerous and hence needed to
be silenced in the narrative.
While the narrative is silent at
this point about the activity of
the group of women among
whom she was leader, today’s
readers are led to ask, did they
sing a dirge for Miriam and a
lament for themselves? And

moving to the timbrels and the
dance. And she is a young
woman, a virgin, one who in
the symbolic order of patriar-
chy, is dangerous because she is
at the point of transition be-
tween father and husband. In
the symbolic world of women,
she is on the threshold of crea-
tive life-giving. This young
woman is a two-fold victim of
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male viclence, The first vio-
lence is that of her father’s word:
“whoever comes out of the
doors of my house to meet me,
when I return victotrious . . .
shall be offered up by me as a
burnt offering” (Judg. 11:31).
The second violence is that of
deed: she returned to her father,
who did with her according to
the vow he had made (Judg.
11:39).

ing in story and ritual of
women’s agency and creative
power.12

Such lament and remem-
bering is necessaty among these
women of compassion because
in this instance, there is no in-
tervention of divine compas-
sion, no divine command, “Do
not lay your hand on the young
woman ot do anything to her.”
By contrast in the Isaac story

The yearly custom of the daughlers of
Israel is both a lament and a
remembering, as the word play in the
lext suggesits

While the young woman
herself submits to the violence
of the patriarchal world—"My
father, if you have opened your
mouth to God, do to me accord-
ing to what has gone out of your
mouth”—she is also an agent of
female power claiming two
months to bewail her virginity.
Her dance has become a dirge,
her song of rejoicing has be-
come a lament, a lament that
her creative, life-giving power
is to be cut off. It should be
noted that this is a female la-
ment, a lament for the loss of
her most creative life possibil-
ity, not the male lament of Judg.
11:39 that she has not known
man. We might imagine that the
yearly custom of the daughters
of Isracl is both a lament and a
remembering, as the word play
in the text suggests—a lament
which decries in song and in
dance the violence against
women but also the remember-

(Gen. 22:12), the angel ordered
Abraham not to harm the child.
While the violence of the patri-
archal word and deed cuts off
her life, the compassionate
yearly remembering and cele-
brating of women, not as vic-
tims but agents, in spite of
patriarchal violence, enables
her memory to live. Her mem-
ory, in turn, questions us about
our capacity for lament and re-
membering, key clements it
would seem for women of com-
passion who do not allow fur-
ther victimization of the victim
by their words or their songs
but rather remember and retell
the life-giving and creative ca-
pacities of women cut off by
violent words and deeds.
There is in the biblical tra-
dition another woman who re-
members, Deborah, the
prophet, the “mother in Isracl”
(Judg. 5:7). She is not presented
as mother in the material order
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(scholars question the more
typical translation of 4:4, as the
wife of Lappidoth) but in the
symbolic order. She is mother,
compassionate and empow-
ered, of those daughters who in
the Judges narratives are vic-
timized by patriarchal power.'?
She is a poet, 2 woman of song.
Her voice is not subverted by
the male voice but she sings
with Barak (Judges 5). She is a
woman of authority, a judge, a
woman of flames, enflamed and
enflaming others as the name
“Lappidoth” suggests (Judg.
4:4-5). She is the warrior
woman whose compassion is
political and she and her song
invite us to explore the largely
unfathomed dimensions of the
wartiot woman. Hers is not the
paradigm of patriarchal power
as in much of the book of
Judges, but according to the
model of female power and fe-
male compassion. Het dance
has not become a dirge nor her
song a lament, but they are hid-
den within the biblical story
which exalts male military, po-
litical, and familial power and
which, as a corollary, narrates
the most horrendous violence
against women.

Finally in this section, from
a narrative whose violence to-
ward women is much more sub-
tle, and directed toward con-
trolling women in the symbolic
order, emerges the woman who
sings of divine compassion in
the Janguage of prophetic and
political reversal—Miriam or
Mary of Nazareth, the one who
knows the favor, the compas-
sion of the Saving/Liberating
One (Luke 1:46-55) as did her
foresister, Miriam. The song of
Mary is a remembering of di-
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vine compassion (1:54), that
compassion which brings down
the powerful and lifts the lowly,
fills the hungry and sends the
rich away empty (1:51-53). Tt
is a song which recognizes that
divine compassion must be
played out in the social and
political arena.

The Lucan storyteller,
however, does not tell a story of
this woman of insight living out
her vision. Rather, the narrative
lens shifts to her son, Jesus who,
in this narrative, begins his mis-
sion under a similar banner: the
release of captives, recovery of
sight to the blind, frecing the
oppressed, and proclaiming
good news to the poor (Luke
4:18). As we reclaim Mary,
woman of dance and song,
woman of divine compassion,
we may nced to reclaim her
dance of compassion that has
been obscured by the Lucan
narrative. What was the mission
of compassion in which she was
involved? To what action
would such a powerful song of
divine compassion have led
her? Is she mother of mercy,
mother of divine compassion,
not only in and through her
son, but like that ancient
mother, Deborah, through her
own engagement in the life of
her people? In this way she may
become a woman of compas-
sion, a sister in compassion, re-
lieved of the burden of divin-
ity.14

But those engaged in the
dance of mercy arc not only
women of dance and of song.
Elizabeth, another prophetic
woman, proclaims the woman
of compassion, Mary, blessed
among all women (Luke 1:42)

recalling their foremother, Ju-
dith and with her the many
women whom T will call
“Women of Word and Women
of Work.”

Women of Word/
Women of Work

Judith is a woman of liberation,
a savior figure in the biblical
narrative. Her story finds its
context in the Israelite town of
Bethulia under siege at the
hands of Holofernes, the com-
mander of the Assyrian army.
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will overwhelm them . ..
(Judith 6:1-4)

With their town of Bethulia sur-
rounded, the faith and courage
of the people began to fail and
they bargained with Uzziah and
the other leaders of the town to
surrtender to the Assyrians
tather than to let them die of
thirst. In response, Uzziah
made a pact with the people
that within five days God’s
mercy would be shown to them
but if not, then they would sur-
render (Judith 7:19-32).

As we reclaim Mary, woman of dance
and song, woman of divine
compassion, we may need to reclaim
her dance of compassion that has been
obscured by the Lucan narrative.

As we learn in chapter 6 of the
book of Judith, however, it is
not just a battle of the sword, it
is also a battle of the word, the
word which can have an effect
in deed and bring about what it
prophesies. In response to a
warning about the power of the
God of Isracl, Holofernes re-
plies:

Who are you, Achior and you
mercenaries of Ephraim, to
prophesy among us as you
have done today and tell us
not t0 make war against the
people of Isracl because their
God will defend them? What
god is there except Nebu-
chadnezzar? He will send his
forces and destroy them from
the face of the carth. Their
god will notsave them; we the
king’s servants will destroy
them . . . They cannot resist
the might of our cavalry. We

When Judith hears of the
cries of the people and oath of
surrender of Uzziah, she as-
sumes authority and summons
the leaders of the town. She
speaks a message different than
that of Uzziah. Like him, she
claims authority to interpret the
tradition, to speak the pro-
phetic word about God’s mercy
but it is in a different voice:

Listen to me, rulers of the
people of Bethulia. What you
have said to the pecople today
is not right; you have even
sworn and pronounced this
oath between God and you,
promising to surrender the
town to our enemies unless
our God turns and helps us
within so many days. Who are
you to put God to the test
today, and to see yoursclves
up in the place of God in
human affairs? You are put-
ting out God to the test, but
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you will never learn any-
thing! You cannot plumb the
depths of the human heart or
understand the workings of
the human mind; how do you
expect to scarch out God,
who made all things, and find
out God’s mind or compre-
hend God’s thought? No, my
brothers, do not anger our
God. for if God does not
choose to help us within these
five days, God has the power
to protect us within any time,
ot even to destroy us in the
presence of our enemies. Do
not try to bind the purposes
of our God, for God is not
like a human being, to be
threatened, or like a mere
mortal, to be won over by
pleading. Therefore, while
we wait for God's delivet-
ance, let us call upon God to
help us. God will indeed hear
our voice if it so pleases.

' (Judith 8:11-17)
Judith, too, remembers; she
calls to mind the stories of old,
retelling those stories to give
courage to the leaders and the
people (Judith 8:24-27). She is
indeed a prophetic interpreter
of the tradition for the saving of
her people, a woman of word,
and it is this that Uzziah affirms:

All that you have said was
spoken out of a true heart and
there is no one who can deny
your words. Today is not the
first time your wisdom has
been shown, but from the be-
ginning of your life all the
people have recognized your
understanding, for yout
heart’s disposition is right.
(Judith 8:28-29)
But Judith is not a woman of
word alone but also of deed.
She works to bring about the
liberation of their city by coura-
geously entering the enemy
camp, where she kills Holofer-
nes and as a result the Assyrian
army flees in panic. Readers

note that Judith does not go
alone but takes a female com-
panion with her. Bethulia has
been saved and God’s mercy
made manifest in the action of
a woman. As a result, the wo-
man of word and deed takes up
a song of praise to the God who
liberates (Judith 16), but she
does not do this alone. All the
women of Israel gather and per-
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deed. The biblical tradition
identifies her by way of an
anachronistic ethnic designa-
tion—Canaanite—a designation
which functions to marginalize
her, to place her outside the
border of the symbolic order
ethnically, religiously, and gen-
der-wise. As indicated earlicr
she is, therefore, dangerous to
this symbolic order, a “woman

Judith is prophet of divine compassion
in word and work, in song and dance,
the center point of a spiral of
compassion into which we are drawn
as we explore the spirit of the dance of
mercy.

form a dance in her honor. To-
gether they lead all the people
in dance. Judith, like Mitiam
before her, leads the women
while the men follow. Judith is
prophet of divine compassion
in word and work, in song and
dance, the center point of a
spiral of compassion into which
we are drawn as we explore the
spitit of the dance of mercy.
Her compassion is expressed in
the public arena of political af-
fairs, She speaks the tradition of
divine compassion and she cn-
acts its liberating power, not for
herself but for the people to
whom she belongs. And she,
like so many of these women of
mercy, is not alone, silenced by
the dominant power, but from
within a community of pes-
formance, a female community,
she is enabled to speak, to act,
to sing and to dance.

Judith’s story evokes that
of another woman of word and

out of her sphere.” She enters
the Matthean gospe!l story,
however, on a mission of
mercy, secking healing for her
daughter who is said to be “tos-
mented by a demon” (Matt.
15:22). Exploring this image,
WE S€€ a woman on a mission
of mercy for her daughter, two
women forming the beginning
of a female gencalogy, a genc-
alogy often missing from our
classical storics and especially
the biblical story, but one which
Irigaray says it is essential for
women to construct today.!?

And for a young woman to
be named as possessed by a
demon, what did this mean?
Was she perhaps a young
woman of spirit, a young
woman with a vision, a pro-
phetic gift, one who like her
mother crossed the borderlines
laid out by the dominant
authorities? Was she, like her
mother, “out of her sphere”? It




Wainwright: The Female Face of Divine Compassion--Dirge or Dance?

is important for us always to ask
who designates the categories,
e.g., “mad” and “sane,” “pos-
sessed” and “free.” What we do
know, however, is that this mar-
ginal woman, Justa in the later
Clementine tradition, secks
freedom for her daughter, free-
dom from all that binds and
names her. And in secking free-
dom, she cries out for mercy to
Jesus, the Jewish healer, the
bringer of divine compassion
(Matt. 15:22).

In the Matthean rendering
of the story, however, Justa is
not met with compassion, but
with silence. Jesus did not an-
swet her at all (15:23). The
disciples beg Jesus to send her
away because her cry for mercy
is impinging on their world.
Justa, however, is a woman of
both word and action. She will
not be silenced and hence con-
tinues her plea, “help me!”
(15:25). She will not be side-
lined and comes up to Jesus and
kneels before him. Even in the
face of the insule, “It is not fair
to take the children’s food and
throw it to the dogs,” she turns
those same words back on
Jesus, “Ah yes, but cven the
dogs cat the crumbs!” Her
words and her persistent action
bring Jesus to a new realization
of the scope of his mission of
mercy so that he praises her
faith, “Woman, great is your
faith.” He recognizes in her
claim a vision of divine mercy
for all who are distanced across
borderlines and who seck the
face of divine compassion. She
is 2 woman outside the tradi-
tion, but she gives voice to it
and interprets it to bring divine
compassion to froition. The

women of the Matthean com-
munity tell her story in a way
that empowers them to free
themselves and their daughters
from the bonds of a tradition
which marginalizes them litur-
gically and theologically be-
cause of their geander. Through
their telling of Justa’s story, they
give her voice and they claim a
place for their voice, for their
action within the emerging
Jewish-Christian community. 10
And it is this voice and this
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deeds of mercy. Although we
hear little of Tabitha's disci-
pleship, since the story of her
resuscitation is incorporated
into the Petrine narrative of the
first part of the book of Acts in
order to enhance the Peter im-
age, we know that she was not
alone, We sece from the text that
she shared the carrying out of
her good works, her deeds of
mercy, with a company of
women, the widows who
mourn her death and to whom

Justa’s words and her persistent action
bring Jesus (o a nhew realization of the
scope of his mission of mercy so that

he praises her faith.

action which is affirmed by the
words of Jesus, “Women, great
is your faith!” Let it be done for
you as you wish. In what ways,
therefore, might the dance of
Justa be incorporated into the
spiral of compassion, the fe-
male genealogy which began
with the resistance of the
women of the exodus, a gene-
alogy which is essential to us to
inspitit our new dance?

In order to continue our
spiral of compassion, T want to
make brief reference to two
women of action, women of
work who are disciples of the
prophet of compassion, Jesus.
The first is Tabitha who is the
only woman to be called a dis-
ciple in the entire Christian cor-
pus of Sctipture (Acts 9:36).
She is in the same sentence de-
picted as a weaver of good
works (ergon agathon), and of

she is presented as alive (Acts
9:39-41). Surely they too
ought to be called disciples! Re-
turning again, therefore, to
Carol Meyers’s- understanding
that women who have access to
social ties with other women
have greater possibilities for en-
hanced status, we might ask
how this and other such teams
of women might have told the
Jesus stories as they worked,
worked at their weaving of
good works, and hence how
they might have shaped the de-
veloping tradition. Did they re-
tain and retell the storics of
women which have been pre-
setved even though within a
patriarchal narrative and with
an androcentric bias? And how
did they contribute to the life
structures of the emerging
house churches by their works
of compassion, by their vision
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of compassion? And how might
we teclaim Tabitha and her
companions so that their work
and their words which were
their dance of compassion
might not become a dirge?

Even less visible because
she is without name and be-
cause her story is but two small
verses is 4 woman healed, a
woman who is, I believe, pre-
sented in at least the Matthean
text as explicitly called to disci-
pleship. I will call her Petra. She
is presented in the text as the
mother-in-law of Peter (Matt.
8:14— 15). Her story has been
preserved in  the Matthean
house churches or at least some
of those house churches as 2
call, a vocation story.17 It paral-
lels that of the call of Matthew
in Matt. 9:9. And her disci-
pleship, like that of the women
who follow Jesus to the foot of
the cross is diakonia or service.
Diakonia was a word of multi-
layered meanings in the first
century contcxt but as it was
developing within the Christian
storytelling, it was used to des-
ignate the life ministry of Jesus
who came not to be served but
to serve (Matt. 20:28) and
hence also that of the disciples
of this prophet of compassion-
ate service. Petra has no words
but her work of dizkonia even
though almost invisible in the
androcentric or male-centered
text, can be incorporated into
our spiral of compassion, our
emerging female genealogy.

To conclude this second
scction, attention is directed to-
ward another unnamed woman
whom I will call Christa, since
she is the anointing onc. Itis the
story of her act of anointing

which is told in the Markan and
Matthean texts as Jesus enters
into his final struggle with those
who would seek to blot out that
compassion which overturns
positions of power and lifts up
the marginalized (see Mark
14:3-9, Matt. 26:6-13). She is
a woman of compassion who
listens attentively and who rec-
ognizes the moment of struggle
when compassion meets de-
structive power, Her passion
for justice, the justice Jesus
preached in his last great par-
able—“I was hungty, thirsty, na-
ked and in prison, [ was under
threat by destructive powers
and you ministered to me”—be-
comes compassion. With heal-
ing hands she anoints, she
touches. She does a kalon ergon,
a good work, like the ergz tou
Christonr, the deeds of the
anointed one reccounted in
Matt. 11:4-5. There is, one
might say in the Matthean text,
a dance of deeds of compassion.
Her deed is a discipleship deed,
to anoint the body of the be-
loved one, the teacher and to
accomplish this she uses her
most precious resource, an ala-
baster flask of very expensive
ointment (Matt. 26:7).

The companioning disci-
ples would, however, make her
deed a dirge—why this waste!
But Jesus affirms Christa .and
her action—what she has done
will be told in memory of
her—a commissioning toward
female genealogy making, re-
membering her as well as him,
And this remembering of
Christa is to be constitutive of
the preaching of the gospel.
What an extraordinary state-
ment, an extraordinary com-
mission in the midst of the
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patriarchy and androcentrism
of the shaping of the gospel
story. It points to another spirit
and also other structures.
Women’s remembering of
Jesus and their remembering of
the women of the reign of God
movement both during the life
of Jesus and beyond his death
no doubt shaped this story.8
They, indeed, were women of
word and women of work, and
we find traces of their dance of
remembering in the biblical
text. It is our task to keep alive,
to continue the remembering,
the bringing to new life in the
retelling that they began. If we
do this, then their dance cannot
become a dirge. It will emerge
as a new and powerful move-
ment in which we will be
caught up into the future.

The Spiral of
Compassion:

Word Becomes Work
Becomes Song
Becomes Dance
Becomes . . .

In the journey through this
study, 1 have tried to explore
some of the limitations of the
dance metaphor as it has been
embedded within the biblical
tradition and as we might tend
to reinscribe it in our storytel-
ling if we arc not vigilant. As we
have moved with the metaphor,
we have also moved beyond it
and discovered that the new
dance can be scen as a spiral
which does not let us rest with
one or two dimensions, one ot
two movements. Rather, the
human face of the mother of

mercy becomes visible in word
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.in work ... in song ... in

dance . . . and the spiral moves
on, acknowledging and dealing
with the limitations and open-
ing up to the limitless possibili-
ties. It is this which can inspirit
a new dance of mercy in our
world today and can capture
our imagination, our words of
storytelling, our works of com-
passion toward a new future for
all in our world, on our planet,
in our universe.

Notes
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Insights for the approach to
this paper emerged from a
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she examines the image of
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contemporary feminist
theology. She points to the
need to reevaluate feminist
metaphors and tropes for the
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history within patriarchy as
well as liberatng potential
for women, The image of
“dance” is likewise one that
is being reclaimed but as I
explored it, 1 realized it too
needs the critique that
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we must be likewise
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within the biblical tradition
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historically.
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The Compassion of God in the Experience of Paul

Introduction

It is not everyday that reading a
dissertation provides a deep
spiritual insight. But recently I
had just such an experience
reading the one on Revelation
by Maureen Crossen R. S. !
Maureen develops the notion
that revelation as the mystery of
God is a fundamental theme in
the writings of Karl Rahner.
For Rahner, it is the human
capacity of transcendence that
recognizes the revelation of
God as mystery. Transcendence
does not mean that we “rise
above” worldly matters, but that
we experience mystery through
worldly matters; for example in
the experience of finitude and
limitations in ecstasy or sotrow,
[ experience the “how much
more of God” (sce Rom. 5:9,

Mary Ann Qelly

(again, perhaps) from reading
Rahner through the eyes of
Crossen’s dissertation, is that it
is in the parable of everyday
lives such as our own or that of
Paul of Tarsus that little by lit-
tle, but inevitably, the mystery
of God’s very being is ex-
pressed. We “understand” and
therefore reverence the God
revealed in our Judeo-Christian
tradition in the everyday events
of our lives by which we are
formed and by which we ex-
press our own selves. Qur lives
are like parables, revelation sto-
ries. The parables of the Scrip-
tures are stories of the ordinary
permeated with the powerful
simplicity of God. All of the
parables are not in the gospels.
Some are in Paul, even though
Paul does not think or speak or
write in parables. Rather, in his

One of the deepest truths of revelation,
emphasized in the Old and the New
Testament, is that the mystery of God
is best expressed in the compassion of

God.

10, 15, 17), or to use Rahner’s
expression, the “incomprehen-
sible mystery.”

One of the deepest truths
of revelation, emphasized in
the Old and the New Testa-
ment, is that the mystery of God
is best expressed in the compas-
sion of God. What I learned

life and mission, Paul is a par-
able by which we better under-
stand the creative power of the
compassion of God.

A parable, to paraphrase
the classic definition of C. H.
Dodd, is 2 metaphor or simile,
taken from nature or common
experience, artesting in its
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strangeness, designed to evoke
a response in its audience.? In
an article written a few years
back for Interpretation, ]J. R.
Donahue, S. J. applied Dodd’s
definition to the Gospel of
Mark? I propose to do some-
thing comparable, in an effort
to see how Paul, in his life and
work, can be understood as a
parable of the compassion of
God. In a parable, something
we do not know is communi-
cated to us through the medium
of something we know. So, for
example, we do not know about
the Kingdom of God, but Paul
lifts the veil on that reality by
showing us God at work in his
own all-too-human life experi-
ence. After we have become
comfortable with the analogy,
the compatison of the un-
known with the known, a par-
able also presents a “twist,” a
surprise in its strangeness,
which causes us to look deeper;
we are encountering mystery
here. There is a previously un-
known dimension which is the
real point of the parable—to
bring us beyond the ordinary,
to show us the “more” of God.
For Paul, this is the compassion
of God revealed in the unex-
pected in Paul’s life. This unex-
pected is understood in the
light of the revelation of Jesus
Christ, especially in the cross of
Christ. Let us considet, then,
approaching the life and minis-
try of Paul as a parable of the
compassion of God.




Getty: The Compassion of God in the Experience of Paul

Compassion is a complex
reality, something we have all
probably expetienced at one
time or another, but something
difficult to articulate and, some-
titnes, even to recognize.

I began research for this
article by asking around among
friends, “What does compas-
sion mean to you?” Some said
“sympathy” or a “fecling of
pity.” One etymologist remem-
bered that the Latin was a com-
pound of com {meaning “with”)
and patior (meaning “endure,
undetgo, suffer”). Thus the dic-
tionary gives the meaning, “sot-
row for the sufferings or
troubles of another.” But some-
thing was still missing, A priest
colleague wondered aloud
about assigning as much posi-
tive value to suffering as Chris-
tians sometimes are wont to do.
“What is so good about suffer-
ing? Hitler probably suffered as
much as many others,” he re-
marked. Compassion has to be
morc; it has to involve the de-
site and probably the capacity
to help.

“Mercy” came to mind so I
looked that up, too, remember-
ing that it is from the Old
French merces, meaning “a pay-
ment or reward.” A further
sense is “kindness in excess of
what may be expected.” Now
we scem to be getting some-
where. Compassion connotes a
kind of power to be generous
and gracious. I thought of the
surprising command of Jesus in
Luke’s account of the Sermon
on the Plain: “Be compassion-
ate (or merciful) as your heav-
enly father is compassionate”
(6:36). How could poor mortals
be expected to obey such a
command? Graciousness does

not seem to come naturally to
us. We are limited in that we
think almost reflexively of re-
taliation and revenge: “An eye
for an eye,” we understand. The
instinctual version of the “gold-
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and God’s compassion by defi-
nition has no definition or limit.
God’s compassion, like other
attributes, is open-ended. It is
communicated in such events as
miracles and parables which are

Compassion is a complex reality,
something we have all probably
experienced at one time or another, but
something difficult to articulate and,
somelimes, even lo recognize.

en rule” is “Do unto others as
we think we have been done
to.”

Matthew provided us with
an image to help us understand
Jesus’ command to imitate God
in compassion. Matthew has
Jesus say, “Love your encmies
. .. that you may be children of
your heavenly Father who
makes his sun rise on the bad
and the good, and causes rain
to fall on the just and unjust. ..
$0 be perfect as your heavenly
father is petfect” (Matt
5:45-48). God’s compassion is
God’s perfection. We could
substitute the idea of integrity
and thus understand Matthew’s
minj-parable about the sun and
the rain to show us that God
does not react to us as we de-
serve. Rather, God has integ-
rity. God’s sun shines and God’s
rain falls, whether people de-
serve them or not. God is God,
the God of compassion. God’s
actions are not reactions to hu-
man metit,

Yet there is at least onc
fallacy in trying to approach a
paper on “the compassion of
God” by defining terms. A defi-
nition means to “put limits on,”

understood as so many stories
of faith. But the compassion of
God cannot be reduced to any
set terms or formulae. Like
love, each person may think she
can recoghize compassion ot
that he alrcady knows what
compassion is. But there will
always be something more be-
cause compassion is blessing,
grace, an experience of metcy
and healing which grows by be-
ing shared. The only limits to
this topic, then, arc the lens
through which I choose to view
it and my own limitations in
expressing it. The lens I have
chosen to speak about the com-
passion of God is the experi-

~ence of Paul the Apostle; my

limitations are everywhere and
obvious.

A parable is a
comparison, a
metaphor or simile,
taken from common
experience . . .

How did Paul know what com-
passion was? Paul knew of the
compassion of God from his

encounter with Christ. We can-
not take this seriously enough.
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I recently reread an important
book on Paul, Beoming Human
Together, by Jerome Murphy-
O’Connor which eloquently in-
sists on this basic point.

Murphy-(r’Connor notes that

down we all believe that hu-
manity can do what humanity
has done .. . Even though we
knew it was theoretically pos-
sible to reach the moon, a
lingering doubt remained un-
til Armstrong actually walked
on its sutface . . . The fear of

What was different aboul Paul is that
he interpreted and understood all
reality in relation to his experience of
Jesus Christ.

in approaching reality, we natu-
rally tend to begin with our-
selves and proceed from there,
evaluating, understanding and
interpreting all else in relation
to us and our experience. What
was different about Paul is that
he interpreted and understood
all reality in relation to his ex-
petience of Jesus Christ. And
this made all the difference.
Murphy-O’Connor’s point is so
important that we quote him at
length:

{(Paul’s) understanding of the
distinctive characteristic of
authentic existence is. de-
rived, not from a theoretical
approach to human nature,
but from his contemplation of
an historical individual, Jesus
of Nazareth. What (Paul) saw
revealed in him became the
norm that he used in judging
all others.

This point must be empha-
sized because it is the only
cvidence we have thar the
creativity which characterizes
authentic existence is really
Jpossible. Had Jesus not demon-
strated such love under the
conditions of normal life
there would be no guarantee
that it was not a utopian illu-
sion, beautiful in theory but
impossible in practice. Deep

what might happen to the hu-
man body if it ran a mile in
four minutes was banished
only when Bannister did it
What happened when such
breakthroughs were made? A
different mental actitude was
immediately generated. Indi-
viduals were released from
the inhibition of the impossi-
ble . . . A new energy was
relecased by the demonstra-
tion of a higher standard.

To propose as the criterion
of authentic humanity a love
which continuously reaches
out to empower others could
be as unrealistic as a sugges-
tion to imitate the exploits of
Superman, if we did notknow
that at least one individual
had demonstrated this possi-
bility. Because he lived under
the same historical conditions
of time and space as we do,
the mode of existence dis-
played by Jesus Christ re-
mains a perpetual challenge
to an attainable standard.”

Paul knew, then, of the compas-
sion of God from his encounter
with Christ experienced as a
“call” to become apostle to the
Gentiles. Like many other bib-
lical characters, Paul heard this
“call” and it changed the course
of his life. The notion of call is
downright commonplace in the
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Bible. Although Luke describes
this as a “conversion,” Paul does
not use this term or this idea.
Interpreters emphasize the dif-
ference. Luke sees the Damas-
cus event as effecting a “change
of heart,” a “turn around.” This
could be confusing to the mod-
crn reader who, upon reflecting
on her own experience, might
understand conversion to in-
volve a certain circumspection
and even guilt or regret about
what went on before. If a per-
son is “right” in converting,
how about her preconversion
state? In the instance of Paul,
what did he convert from and
to what? The language of con-
version does not really fit the
experience as Paul saw it
Rather, Paul uses the language
of Jeremiah to describe what
happened to him. Paul says,

{God|, who from my mother’s
womb had set me apart and
called me through his grace,
was pleased to reveal his son
to mg, so that T might preach
him to the Gentiles (Gal
1:15-16).
Anyone acquainted with the
OT would know that Paul is
inspired by the experience Jere-
miah describes of his own call:

The word of the Lord came
to me thus: Before 1 formed
you in the womb I knew you,
before you were born I dedi-
cated you, a prophet to the
nations T appointed you.
(Jet. 1:4-5)
Neither Jeremizh nor Paul lin-
ger on the possibilities of self-
absorbing thoughts such as
regret or guilt for their lives
befote the call as they might if
they had merely experienced a
“change of heart” or conver-
sion. Rather, they both attribute
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the revelation and its timing to
God. According to Paul, what
God revealed was “his Son”
who makes all the difference in
Paul’s life.

But seen as a call, Paul’s
experience strikes us as some-
thing ordinary, biblically speak-
ing, and even expected. Paul,
after all, was a very religious
person. He did not pull any
punches when he reviewed his
past zeal for the law. Indeed, he
had been “blameless” according
to the law, so dedicated was he
to live it perfectly (Phil. 3:6).
He distinguished himself as a
zealous persecutor of Jewish-
Christians whom he saw as
threatening the authority of the
law (Gal. 1:13-14). And so it
makes good scnse that someone
like Paul would be chosen as
bearer of God’s revelation. So
far it seems, Paul’s story is pre-
dictable, expectable. Paul is a
likely candidate and is chosen
in the regular biblical way.

. . arresting in its
strangeness . . .

It scems reasonable from what
we have said so far that if Jesus
is the revelation of the compas-
sion of God and God was
“seized” by this revelation (1
Cor. 9:16), then Paul would
emerge as a warm and compas-
sionate person, the perfect pic-
ture of the Franciscan prayer,
“Make me an instrument of
peace.” But this is not the case,
as anyone who knows Paul
could tell us. The really signifi-
cant thing about a parable is the
“twist,” the paradox, the built-in
irony where expectations are
turned upside down. That twist
is designed to stir a reaction of

acceptance or rejection of the
piquant teaching of the parable.
We have said that Jesus Christ
is the center of revelation for
Paul, but cven here there is a
twist. It is not so much the life
of Jesus but Jesus’ death that
reveals to Paul the power of this
revelation. The cross that seems
to be scandal and folly became
for Paul power and wisdom.
This “twist” can be seen
also in the way Paul himself
experienced and lived the mes-
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It is pretty clear from his
own writings that Paul was not
naturally what we may think of
as a “soft and fuzzy, teddy-bear”
kind of person who just exuded
all kinds of pity for the misery
of others. In his pre-Christian
days, for example, Paul did not
appear all that compassionate
about the plight of the perse-
cuted Christians, In fact, he was
so fanatically righteous in his
religious convictions that he de-
cided, to paraphrase an expres-

It is prelty clear from his own writings
that Paul was not naturally what we
may think of as a “soft and fuzzy,
teddy-bear” kind of person who just
exuded all kinds of pity for the misery
of others.

sage. What in Paul’s life taught
him that Jesus is, in the words
of Monika Hellwig, the "com-
passion of God”? The shott an-
swer is that Paul learned the
compassion of God in the
power of God, released and re-
vealed by the death of Jesus, the
paradox of the event which
Paul refers to as the “cross of
Christ.” Jesus’ death “for us” is
the expression of the compas-
sion of God. It is for us, as an
early interpreter of Paul points
out in his letter to the Colos-
sians, “to fill up in our bodies
what is lacking in the sufferings
of Christ” (see Col. 1:24). So
how did Paul do this and thus
show us how? Paul learned the
compassion of God expressed
in the cross of Christ, in his
personal experience and trans-
lated this message in his mis-
sion,

sion from the Vietnam War era,
to “destroy the Christians in or-
der to save them.” Becoming a
Christian himself scems not to
have changed Paul’s sandpaper
personality, at feast not in the
beginning. For instance, Paul
fought verbally and publicly
with Peter. In addition, Paul
seetms not to have gotten on all
that well with the better-liked
Apollos. Even Paul's long
friendship with Barnabas does
not spare the latter Paul’s ite in
Antioch. Luke picks up on
Paul’s reputation for being dif-
ficult, reporting that, despite
the victory reptresented by the
Jerusalem Council, the second
missionary journcy is at least
momentarily threatened by a
clash between Paul and
Barnabas over the relatively in-
significant issue of whether
John Mark should accompany
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them. No, “getting along” casily
with people was not something
that came naturally to Paul. In
a word association test, we
probably would not connect
Paul with compassion.

Paul certainly implies an
answer to his rhetorical ques-
tion to the Galatians about
whether he seeks to please God
ot human beings when he says
about those secking to

Paul’s call did not effect a personality
change, but that did not mean thal
Paul did not respond wholeheartedly.

The famous section of the
second letter to the Corinthians
whete  Paul  catalogs  his
strengths and weaknesses sup-
ports this realization that his
understanding of Jesus as the
compassion of God did notturn
Paul into someone “meck and
mild.” Paul uses sarcasm to at-
tack those who think that their
apostolic credentials arc greater
than his. Paul compares himself
to them saying,

For T think that I am not in
anyway inferior to the “super-
apostles” {2 Cor, 11:5).

And alittle further on Paul con-
tinues:

For such people are false
apostles, deceitful workers,
who masquerade as Apostles
of Christ. And no wondet, for
even Satan masquerades as an
angel of light. So it is not
strange that his ministers also
masquerade as ministers of
tighteousness. Theit end will
cortespond to their deeds.

(2 Cor. 11:13-14)

Paul may insist that he has made
himself a “slave” to all in order
to win over as many as possible
(sce 1 Cor. 9:19-27), but he is
first of all a slave to Jesus Christ
(Gal. 1:10).

“Tudaize” the Gentiles, “I hope
the knife slips!” (Gal. 5:12; see
Phil 3:2),

designed to
evoke a response . . .

So Paul’s call did not effect a
personality change, but that did
not mean that Paul did not re-
spond wholeheartedly. Paul
was as zealous (maybe we could
even say “fanatical”) after his
conversion as before. His nega-
tive personality traits, like his
temper and his intolerance at
Petet’s wvacillations, for exam-
ple, (see Gal. 2:11-14) were
not softened but were quite
possibly heightened by Paul’s
call. Now he finally understood
that he had a significant role in
the mission of the church and
he could brook no compromise
with that. Indeed, the personal-
ity difficulties Paul himself de-
scribes are somewhat aggra-
vated by the urgency of the
consequences of his encounter
with Christ.

So Paul was not by nature
“compassionate” or a “soft
touch,” nor did his calling make
him so. But everyone knows
that compassion can coexist
with righteous indignation. In
my search for root meanings I
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was reminded that patior is a
“deponent verb” which every-
one will remember is “passive
in form, active in meaning.” If
“suffer” and “undergo” or “en-
dure” seem too passive for Paul,
it may be that we have forgotten
that “passion” is one of the most
active, most personal and en-
gaged forms of human self-
expression. We can readily re-
late the root word “passion” to
Paul whom we could never ac-
cuse of indifference. Paul cared,
certainly. He was often angry
and urgent; he was by nature
passionate. He was probably
even opinionated; we might
even be able to concede bull-
headed. Yet when it counted,
when it involved the gospel and
was a matter of his mission, Paul
was most surely also compas-
sionate. He can identify with
the limitations, the foibles, the
pain of others. And no one can
deny that he had the desire to
help; did that include the
“power” to help? Again, we ex-
amine Paul on Paul, his experi-
ence in his own words.

One example is how Paul
introduces his attack on the “su-
perapostles,” appealing to them
to change their attitude and be-

‘havior. With moving emotion,

Paul says, “Now I myself, Paul,
urge you though the gentleness
and clemency of Christ. . .” (2
Cor. 10:11). The imprisoned
Paul similarly implores the
Philippians,: “If there is any en-
couragement in Christ, any
compassion and metcy ... com-
plete my joy by being in the
same mind . .. that is in Christ
Jesus” (Phil 2:1-2, 5).

For all of his confidence in
his authority and his boldness
in the gospel, Paul expresses a
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disarming vulnerability to the
communitics he serves. Again
to the Corinthians he says,

About myself I will not boast,
except about my weaknesses
. . . that T might not become
too elated, a thorn of the flesh
was given to me, an angel of
Satan, to beat me, to keep me
from being wo elated. Three
times I begged the Lord about
this, that it might leave me,
but he said to me, “My grace
is sufficient for you, for
power is made petfect in
weakness.” I will rather boast
most gladly of my weak-
nesses, in order that the
power of Christ may dwell
with me. Therefore T am con-
tent with weaknesses, insults,
hardships, persecutions and
constraints, for the sake of
Christ; for when I am weak,
then I am strong.
(2 Cor. 12:5-10)

Paul begs the Corinthians to
look beyond his incloquence
and his unimpressive physical
presence (2 Cor. 10:10). He
urges them to get past the re-
scntment at supposed wrongs
(e.g, 2 Cor. 1:23-2:11). Paul
insists.: “It was out of much
affliction and anguish of heart
that I wrote to you, with many
tears, not that you might be
pained but that you might know
the abundance of the love I
have for you (2:4).”

So compassion is a vital
part of Paul’s own experience
and the experience of receiving

the gospel. God acts out of com-
passion in revealing Jesus. Most
of the Pauline occurrences of
tetms for compassion and
mercy are references to God ot
Christ, In Rom. 9:15-16, for

instance, Paul quotes Exod.

33:19, reminding the Romans
of God’s words to Moses: “T will
show mercy to whom I will. I
will take pity on whom I will.
So it depends not on a person’s
will ot exertion, but on God’s
who shows mercy.”

God’s mercy in shown also
in the call of Paul who is “one
born out of time,” unworthy to
be called an apostle, the “least
of the apostles, not fit to be
called an apostle” (1 Cor.
15:8-9 ), but an apostle none-
theless. And God’s gracious
mercy in Paul’s life has not been
in vain (see 15:10). Yet, while
Greek terms for “mercy” or
“compassion” occur throughout
Paul’s writings, they cannot be
called major themes. Neverthe-
less, compassion and mercy are
central to Paul’s message to the
communities he addresses in
his letters. Christians are re-
sponsible for expressing com-
passion as an appropriate
response to the suffering of oth-
crs in keeping with their own
experience of God. Disciples
are those who have experi-
enced mercy. Paul admonishes
the Romans as the basis for the

Christians are responsible for
expressing compassion as an
appropriate response to the suffering of
others in keeping with their own
experience of God.
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ethical part of the letter: “T urge
you, therefore, brothers and sis-
ters, by the mercics of God, to
offer your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and pleasing to
God, your spiritual worship”
(Rom. 12:1).

God’s mercy and
compassion
empower the
Christians to live a
life worthy of the
gospel.

The same Paul who defends so
vigorously his own call, mission
and authority, also appears
quite ready to overlook and
move beyond human frailty
both in himself and in others.
Thus compassion became for
Paul the only appropriate re-
sponsc to the gospel. For exam-
ple, as Paul contemplates the
splendor of his ministry in 2
Corinthians, he finds it neces-
saty to respond to those who
pride themsclves in being the
successors of Moses. Paul re-
calls the description of Moses’
face as he descended the moun-
tain after speaking with God.
Returning to the Israelites after
his face-to-face encounter, Exo-
dus 34 tells us, Moses had to
veil his face so that the passing
glory of the reflection would
not blind the Israclites! Paul
says that if such splendor ac-
companies the “old covenant”
(2 Cor. 3:14), what can we say
about the new covenant and its
ministers? In short, Paul an-

~ swers that the surpassing splen-

dor of ministry to the necw
covenant is not an occasion of
pride but one for reflecting on
the compassion of God. Paul




28

contextualizes his reflections
on Exodus 34 with a considera-
tion of his own ministty expe-
rience. Paul asks rhetorically,

powerless despite the urgency
of the mission he felt responsi-
ble for continuing. It would be
salutary to picture oursclves in

Paul learned through his own
experience that compassion means
trust, courage, and confidence well
placed, not in himself but in God.

“Who can be qualified for this?”
(2 Cor. 2:16). As “qualifica-
tions,” Paul then reviews his
own inadequacies and failings:
he has endured afflictions and
persecutions of all kinds. He is
catrying around in the body the
dying of Jesus so that the life of
Jesus may be manifested in my
body” (4:8-10). Paul summa-
rizes these thoughts on the
compassion of God by which he
is empowered to be a minister
of the gospel, saying, “We hold
this treasure in earthen vessels,
that the surpassing power may
be of God and not from us”
(4:7). And everyone may know
the source of this power, we
could add.

The imprisoned Paul
speaks from the heart in saying
to the Philippians:

Of course, some preach
Christ from envy and rivalry,
others from good will. The
latter act out of love, aware
that T am here for the defense
of the gospel; what difference
does it make, as long as in
every way, whether in pre-
tense or in truth, Christ is
being proclaimed? And in
that I rejoice (Phil 1:15-18).

We can picture the under-

standable frustration of the man

Paul in prison, helpless and

a comparable situation. We
have all at one time or another
found ourselves somechow hin-
dered from doing the work we
felt compelled to do; laid up by
an injury or illness perhaps,
sidetracked by the needs of
friends or family members, de-
railed by an unexpected malaise
or citcumscribed by hostile
forces. Consider how com-
pletely Paul must have inte-
grated what he learned about
the compassion of God to be
able to say, “What difference
does it make as long as in every
way, whether in pretense or in
truth, Christ is being pro-
claimed?” (Phil. 1:18). Simi-
larly, after all the ranting and
raving earlicr in Galatians, Paul
comes to the conclusion that
“gll that matters is that you are
created anew” (Gal. 6:15).

It was the compassion of
God that led Paul to accept his
call to be apostle to the Gen-
tiles. The Pharisee of strict ob-
servance could never have
come up with this idea on his
own. Unless he was grounded
in the compassion of God,
Paul’s testimony to the Cotin-
thians about becoming “all
things to all people” would
scem like gross hypocrisy (1
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Cor. 9:19-25). Paul’s identifi-
cation with others, in weakness
as well as strength, was as a
vehicle of the mystery and
power of the compassion of
God. Paul learned through his
own expetience that compas-
sion means trust, courage, and
confidence well placed, not in
himself but in God. After all, it
is the “compassion of God”
which is the stuff of the gospel
Paul preached and handed on
to us. Paul’s life and work rep-
resent a sort of “parable,” teach-
ing us the compassion of God.
Whether we learn the deep
meaning of this parable de-
pends on how open we are to
the power of the “twist,” the
unexpected and the strangeness
of God’s ways which defy all
our limits. We ought sometimes
to consider the importance of
our response—for we ourselves
are challenged to be a parable
of the compassion of God for
others. That’s how revelation
works. @
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The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)
A Reflection of the Compassion of God

THE STORY OF THE GOOD
Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)
evokes feelings of empathy
against cruel mistreatment and
indifference from others. Most
of all, however, the narrative
accentuates the compassion of
God as portrayed through the
behavior of the Samaritan. Sub-
sequently, it calls the reader to
action in the form of loving
compassion towards others.

This beloved story appears
only in the Gospel of Luke.
Therefore, it teaches many Lu-
can lessons. For example, the
parable demonstrates the limit-
less boundaries of “neighbor,”
as well as the need to respond
selflessly towards anyone in
need. For Luke, God’s mercy
cannot be limited to any one
religious or ethnic group.

Likewise, this popular
story teaches society at large
how it is to treat outcasts in its
midst. To appreciatc how Luke
10:25-37  exemplifiecs  the
boundless compassion of God
depicted in this story, I shall
address four topics in the arti-
cle: the importance and context
of the story of the Good Samari-
tan in relation to the gospel of
Luke; the situation between the
Jews and Samaritans of the first
century; an analysis of Luke
10:25-37; and, the effect of the
parable upon our lives.

Judith Schubert, R. S. M.

The Context of the
Story in Luke

Luke places the story of the
Good Samaritan at the begin-
ning of Jesus’ long journey
from Galilee to Jerusalem. In
the third gospel, the journey
began in Luke 9:51, “And he
[Jesus] sct his face to go to Jeru-
salem.” This last journey of
Jesus ended in his murder.
Luke sets this intense story
about a Samaritan and a Jew at
the beginning of Jesus’ journey.
By doing so he may indeed re-
flect an immediate concern for
the outcasts of society, and per-
haps for Jesus himself, who will
soon be an outcast.
Throughout the third gos-
pel, Luke portrays Jesus as the
reflection of God'’s compassion.
Jesus preaches forgiveness and
calls his followers to transform
their hearts, particularly from
prejudices against other people
who may differ in religion, gen-
der, and heritage. Therefore,
when Jesus makes the Samari-
tan a paradigm for the way onec
is to act compassionately to-
wards others, he breaks all
boundaries of narrow-minded-
ness towards targeted people in
society. How does Jesus do this?
To appreciate the radical
stance that Jesus takes in his tale
about a Samaritan hero, it is
necessaty to comprehend the
tense and entrenched attitudes
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of the Jews about the Samari-
tans. Recall that the Jews in the
time of Jesus considered the
Samaritans to be heretical in
their beliefs. Thus, they were
seen as unfaithful to Jewish tra-
ditions.

Samaritans were descen-
dants of intermarriage between
Israclites from the former
northern kingdom and pagan
forcigners. The Assyrians set-
tled these pagan strangers in
Samaria to repopulate it after
they conquered the region hun-
dreds of years carlier. There-
fore, the Jews did not see the
Samatritans as truc Israelites.
Despite this view, the Samari-
tans believed themselves to be
true inheritors of the Mosaic
covenant.

Furthermore, some of the
religious beliefs of the Samari-
tans differed from those of Ju-
daism. For instance, while
many Jews, especially the Phari-
sees, held all of the Hebrew
Bible (Totrah, Prophets, and
Writings) to be authoritative,
the Samaritans considered only
the Torah sacred. Due to their
religious disagreements and
other tense incidents that oc-
curred throughout the years,
the Jews and Samaritans be-
came very divided. By the time
of Jesus, Jews had no contact
with Samaritans. They looked
down upon these so-called
heretics with great disdain.
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With this brief history of
the two groups in mind, let us
look carefully at Luke’s stoty.

Analysis of the
Parable

The story of the Good Samarti-
tan (Luke 10:25-37) contains
three parts. The first part (vv.
25-28) parallels Mark 12:28-
34 and Matt. 22:34-40 in that
both Mark and Matthew also
present what my be called the
double love commandment,
ie, to love both God and
neighbor. The two other parts

lawyer and Jesus’ admonition to
him.

The story commences
when a Jewish lawyer attempts

to trick Jesus with a question-

about salvation: “Teacher, what
must I do to inherit eternal
life?” Jesus, who must have
sensed that the Pharisee’s mo-
tive was not sincere, avoids a
direct answer, Instcad, he re-
sponds with another question,
namely, “what is written in the
Law?” The lawyer, well versed
in the Jewish Law, casily re-
sponds, “You shall love the
Lord your God with all your

If the lawyer had listened carefully (o
Jesus, he would have realized that, in
this instance, the neighbor is Jesus
himself!

of the story (Luke 10:30-37)
are Luke’s creations.

The three parts of Luke’s
natrative can be recognized in
the following verses. Verses
25-28 contain the lawyet’s two
questions to test Jesus about
cternal life, namely, “Teacher,
what must I do to inherit eter-
nal life?” and “Who is my neigh-
bor?” Verses 30-35 present the
parable of the Good Samaritan
itself. This parable functions as
Jesus’ answer to the lawyer’s
second question, “Who is my
neighbor?” Finally, vv. 36-37
concludes the story. These
verses comprise Jesus’ question
to the lawyer, “Who of these
three, do you think, was a
neighbor to the man, who fell
into the hands of the robbers?”
as well as a response by the

heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your strength, and
with all your mind; and your
neighbor as yourself,”

Here the lawyer quotes
two separate commands from
the Hebrew Bible, Deut. 6:5
and Lev. 19:18b. The excerpt
from Deut. 6:5 about love of
God is part of the daily prayer
of Jews known as the Sib'ma
("Hear, O Lotd”). Therefore,
these words remain very famil-
iar to any Jewish audience. The
second excerpt in Lev. 19:18b
about love of neighbor would
also be familiar to Jesus’ audi-
ence.

When Jesus hears the cor-
rect answer from the lawyer, he
attempts to end the conversa-
tion with the mandate to act on
these commands. He says to
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him, “You have given the right
answer, do this and you will
live” (v. 28). If the lawyer had
listened carefully to Jesus, he
would have realized that, in this
instance, the neighbor is Jesus
himselft! Thus, in his response,
Jesus offers the lawyer a chance
to change his hostility so that he
may have true life, that is, life
from God. However, it appears
that the man did not listen to
the words of Jesus. Instead, his
concern was “to justify himself.”
Consequently, the lawyer pro-
poses another question to Jesus,
namely, “Who is my neighbor?”

From the outset, the reader
detects the sharp contrast be-
tween the hostile lawyer and
the  compassionate  Jesus.
Rather than ignore the suspi-
cious questions of the lawyer,
Jesus listens openly to him.
Then, he skillfully replies with
the parable of the Good Samari-
tan. In this way Jesus enlightens
both the lawyer and the audi-
ence on the topics of love and
neighbor with one important
difference, namely the under-
standing of who is out neigh-
bor. '

Who Is the Neighbor?

When the lawyer asked his last
question, he centered on
“neighbor” as the object of
one’s love. Bssentially, the law-
yert views “neighbor” as the one
to whom something is given or
done. He defines “neighbor” as
the receiver of the action rather
than the giver. According to
popular Jewish tradition and
the halakab? “neighbor” in-
cludes every Israclite, but not a
non-Israelite, such as a Samari-
tan or a Gentile.?
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This limited definition
would regard the command of
love of ncighbor as extending
only to fellow Jews. Such beliefs
reflect the natrow interpreta-
tion that was given to the Law.
To bteak such bartiers, Jesus
provides a story about a hated
enemy who exemplifies the
true meaning of “neighbor.”

The parable commences in
v. 30 with a Jewish man’s jour-
ney from Jerusalem to Jericho.
During the time of Jesus these
two cities were Jewish strong-
holds. Seventeen miles east of
the Temple in Jerusalem,
Jericho was heavily populated
with Priests and Levites. The
steep descent from Jerusalem to
Jericho was surrounded by de-
sert hills and deep wadis, an
ideal hiding place for robbers to
ambush travelers.*

Such attacks were. common
occuttences, not only in ancient
times but throughout the centu-
rics.® Therefore, it was no sut-
prise to the audience when
Jesus stated that robbers left the
man for dead. The Jewish vic-
tim desperately needed help.
On the part of the robbers, it
was probably a mere accident
that any life remained in the
man. The phrase “leaving him
half-dead” is essential to the
parable. Without touching the
man, no passerby would be able
to determine the condition of
the traveler.

As Jesus continues the
story, he reveals to a surprised
audience the three possible res-
cuers who approached the
ctime scene. The main figures
arc the three travelers who
come upon the wounded man.
Here Jesus uses the literary
schema of three petsons to

make his point. Throughout his

. gospel, Luke employs this litet-

ary format of three characters in
other stories. Examples in the
gospel include such narratives
as the account about Martha
and Mary that follows the Good
Samaritan story (Luke 10:38-
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side.” They did not touch the
victim to investigate his condi-
tion. In this instance, while the
two religious leaders were a
success in Jewish society, they
were failures as compassionate
neighbors.® Although the first
two travelers had the opportu-

The phrase “leaving him half-dead” is
essenlial (o the parable. Without
touching the man, no passerby would
be able to determine the condilion of
the traveler.

42), the parable of the Prodigal
Son (Luke 15:11-32), the nar-
rative of the two disciples on
the road to Emmaus (Luke
24:13-35), etc.

In the parable of the Good
Samaritan, the first two travel-
ers, a Jewish priest and a Levite,
held prominent positions in the
religious society of Judaism.
Priests were divided into differ-

ent groups and worked in

weekly shifts in the temple.
They presided over the daily
sacrifices, morning and evening
prayer, Sabbath and festival
ritnals in the Jerusalem Tem-
ple.® Levites were considered
to be a lower class of priestly
status. They assisted the priests
in that they prepared some of-
ferings, cleaned sacred vessels,
and kept the courts of the tem-
ple in order.”

Thus, the audience would
suppose that their religious
leaders would certainly come to
the aid of this poor victim.
Nonetheless, Jesus reports that
when they saw the beaten man,
they “passed by on the other

nity to demonstrate true hospi-
tality, they declined. Why did
they behave this way?

Exploring the
Reasons for
Avoiclance

The notion of being
robbed may have been a possi-
ble motive to neglect a victim.
Another tendered argument
presented to solve the merciless
behavior of the priest and
Levite is based on prescriptions
such asthose found in Lev. 21:1
or Num. 19:11. These two bib-
lical texts state that contact with
the dead rendered an Israclite

unclean. If this were the case,

both the priest and Levite
would be unable to perform
their duties at the Temple.
However, Luke’s state-
ment in v. 30 that the priest was
“going down that road” sug-
gests that he was leaving Jerusa-
lem. Apparently, his sacred
duties were finished. In this
case, he would be under no
obligation to avoid physical
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contact with the victim. In some
way, then, the argument is ren-
dered suspect.

Moteover, it seems as if the
priest left not only the physical
place of Jerusalem, but he de-
parts from a spititual center, a
prominent place of holiness as

tan story of dialogue and par-
able.

After Jesus described the «

failurc of the first two Jewish
leaders to assist a fellow Jew in
need, he proceeded to desctibe
the third traveler on the road.
As the audience listens to Jesus,

The audience’s anticipation must have
heighlened about the third person;
someone like themselves would surely
save the day

well. The actions of the priest
and Levite ncither match the
integrity of their ministerial po-
sitions, nor do they demon-
strate a practice of the second
great command from Luke
19:18, to “love your neighbor
as yourself.” What happened in
this case?

The bchavior of the first
‘two religious men illustrates
that a tremendous gap had de-
veloped between the meaning
of the two sacred mandates and
the practice of them. Further-
mote, it may have been the case
that in the time of Jesus the
alliance of the concepts of love
of God and love of neighbor
had not yet come into practice,
even though the two command-
ments have been already linked
theoretically in Jewish writ-
ings.? Any development in the-
ology takes time to move from
theory to practice.

It is possible, then, that the
pragmatic union of these two
commands from the Hebrew
Bible may have evolved with
the teachings of Jesus. In any
case, Luke unites the two com-
mandments into one natural
setting with this Good Samati-

their anticipation must have
heightened about the third per-
son in the triad of possible help-
ers. In their minds the logical
“hero” would be a fellow Jewish
layperson. Assuredly, such a
person would certainly rescue
the man, despite the shameful
example of the two leadets who
left the injured victim to die.
Someone like themselves, then,
would surely save the day!

Imagine the utter surprise
of the audience when Jesus an-
nounces that the third traveler,
the one to save the helpless
man, was not a fellow Jew, but
a hated Samaritan! This com-
plete and unexpected turn of
cvents must have shocked the
listeners. The audicnce would
never have expected a Samari-
tan to help an enemy.

Of course, it would be to-
tally different if Jesus would
have told the parable with the
characters reversed. For exam-
ple, if the victim were a Samari-
tan and the rescuer were a Jew,
then the audience may have ac-
cepted the story as an example
of how they are to extend their
concept of “neighbor.” Conse-
quently, for the audience, this
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teaching of Jesus would have
been a lesson that enforced
their present self-image. How-
ever, Jesus does not present the
above scenario.

On the contrary, Jesus
clearly associated this Samaritan
“enétny” with the status of the

_praiseworthy hero of the story.

Mote importantly, in verse 33

"Jesus describes the behavior of

this Samaritan in a way that

_completely contrasts with the

two previous religious leaders.
Jesus states that when the Sa-
maritan saw the wounded man,

" he “was filled with compassion”
" (expldgchnisthe).

‘The Compassionate
.Enémy

TFurthermore, in vv. 34-35

'Jesus Hllustrates how the Samari-

tan translates his compassion
for his so-called “enemy” into
action. In naming specific acts,
Jesus describes how nothing
was too much for the Samaritan
when another was in need. In
fact, the Samatitan did not see
the victim as one whom he was
to fear or disdain. On the con-
trary, the victim’s life was
thréatened and so, the Samari-
tan, as neighbor, would come to
his rescue. In vv, 34-35 Jesus
specifically depicts this merciful
attitude of the Samaritan.

For instance, the Samaritan
stopped and bandaged the
man’s wounds without fear of
any personal ritual contamina-
tion. This quick response im-
mediately identifies the type of
person the hated enemy is,
namely, one filled with compas-
sion towards anyone in need.
When we reflect on the situ-
ation, we come to realize that
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the Samaritan’s behavior re-
flects not only remarkable com-
passion but also enormous
courage. The fact that this trav-
eler even stopped to evaluate
the situation put him in grave
danger of attack. That he took
time to clean, sterilize and ban-
dage the victim’s wounds ex-
posed him to peril even more.

Verse 34 continues to pic-
ture the compassionate actions
of the Samaritan with the de-
scription “then he put him on
his own animal, brought him to
an inn, and took care of him.”
Thus, his individual travel was
slowed down considerably.
Now the Samaritan would have
no personal protection in that
he would not be able to flee on
his animal in case of assault.
Rather, he would have to walk
down the dangerous road with
a wounded and half-dead man.
Once again, he was put in a
much more vulnerable posi-
tion against attackers. The Sa-
maritan’s first heroic act of com-
passion, that of stopping to help
a stranger, brought about more
commitments towards the care
of this Jewish victim.

When Jesus explains that
the Samaritan “brought him to
an inn,” he does not mean any

Holiday Inn. The ancient inns.

had no safe atmosphere or daily
maid service. In fact, inns were
often considered quite danger-
ous. In such places, people
could easily be robbed during
the night or have their belong-
ings stolen from them.
Assuredly, the Samaritan
knew the situation of the inns
and made sure that the
wounded man would be well
cared for by himself or others.
In vv. 34-35, Jesus states twice

that the Samaritan “took care of

. him” in different ways. The Sa-

maritan spent the first day car-
ing for the man himself, and the
next day he richly paid the inn-
keeper to continue to do so.
The biblical text states that he
gave the innkeeper two denatii,
currency that is the equivalent
of two days wages for a laborer.

Many Acts of
Compassion

The generosity and compassion
of the Samaritan towards the
Jewish enemy did not even stop
after all his lavish assistance and
an overnight stay in the inn. In
v. 35b, the Samaritan assures
the innkeeper that “when I
come back, I will repay you
whatever more you spend.”
With these words, the Samari-
tan ensures the care and safety
of the Jewish victim because he
will return in a few days to
check on his health. If for no
other reason, the innkeeper
would carefully monitor this
man for the promise of more
money. The Samaritan proves
to be shrewd in business mat-
ters by his offer to pay highly
for the man’s welfare,

Thus, the Samaritan’s kind
deeds were multiple. He not
only utilized his material goods
and finances, but he also de-
voted a substantial amount of
time and energy to the un-
known victim. The Samaritan
does not act out of a sense of
duty. He does not seem to be
aware of any obligation, Rather,
his inner attitudes of compas-
sion allowed his conduct to ex-
emplify a deep mercy that out-
shines any mere donation.
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For the Samaritan, then, no
hardship, sum of money, or
amount of precious time would
prevent his decision to help an-
other in need.

When Jesus completed the
parable, he asked the lawyer,
“Which of these three [travel-
ers] was a neighbor to the man
who fell into the hands of the
robbers?” (v. 36). Here Jesus
reverses the original legal ques-
tion of the lawyer in v. 10:29h,
“Who is my neighbor?” He
does not place limits on the
concept of neighbor as an ob-
ject of on¢’s obligations. Rathet,
Jesus uses the topic of neighbor
as the subject of the sentence,
thereby removing any limits of
compassion towards one and
all. This transformed definition
of neighbor as the one who acts
rests neither on the Law of
Moses nor on one’s religious
heritage.

Loving compassion detet-
mines the choice of neighbor.
In revising the lawyet’s under-
standing of neighbor, Jesus of-
fers an opportunity for this
learned religious leader to real-
ize that his original question
can be resolved through an
open heart. The despised Sa-
maritan possesses the inner
light that this Jewish lawyer had
not yet found. The intellectual
quibble of the lawyer about the
Law remains irrelevant if he is
not ready to be “neighbor” to
any other person.

In reply to Jesus® question
in v. 36, namely, “Who do you
think was a necighbor to the
man?” the lawyer answers “The
one who does him mercy (eleas)”
(v. 37). Notice that in his re-
sponse he does admit that the
traveler acts in a merciful way.
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At the same time, however, the
lawyer carefully avoids the use
of the term “Samaritan” to refer
to the merciful donor. To iden-
tify the compassionate onc as a
Samaritan may have been too
difficult for the lawyer at the
moment.

In any case, when Jesus te-
plies to the lawyer with the
words, “Go and do likewise,”
the lawyer finds himsclf in a
further quandary. Jesus com-
mands this faithful and relig-
ious Jew to follow the example
of his despised enemy. To be
told to act like the Samaritan
would be hard to hear. There-
fore, this parable proved a very
difficult lesson both for the law-
yer and the other Jewish listen-
ers. Jesus challenges both their
religious and cultural beliefs as
well as their attitude towards
the outcasts in society.

While Jesus’ words may
provoke the lawyer, they still
offer an opportunity for a
change of atttude. The lawyer
has the capability to move for-
ward and make the right judg-
ment about futire behavior
towards people. It is nccessary
for him to open his heart. One
cannot act like a Samaritan with
an attitude of
Smugness cancels the opportu-
nity to act like a neighbor to
another and for God’s presence
to be experienced by all.

Conclusion

What then, do we learn from
the story of the Good Samari-
tan? This entire narrative exem-
plifies Luke’s theology—his
ideas about who God is and
how God wants us to act to-

smugness.

watds onc another in this
world. Likewise, the story por-
trays the Lucan cmphasis on
“doing.” For Luke, words of
belief are not sufficient; we
must “do” for others both
through our attitudes and our
actions.

Luke stresses action on the
part of a neighbor in phrases
such as, “What shall I do to
inherit eternal life?” (v. 25); “do
this” (v. 28); “do likewise” (v.
37b); and, “the one who does
mercy” (v. 372). The term
“neighbor,” then, is not a static
titke. On the contrary, it is
closely linked with the concept
of “doing.” Jesus’ concept of
neighbor can be defined as
“neighbotliness,” rather than
“neighborhood.” To be a neigh-
bor to another is to bring that
person 2 gift of hospitality.

‘Therefore, Jesus’ broad
concept of “neighbor” opposes
the narrow external ideals of
the clergy, who substitute law in
place of an open heart. With the
coming of Jesus, limited extet-
nal interpretations of what it
means to cbserve the two great
commandments of love of God
and love of neighbor are de-
stroyed. In the future, only one
love is to be found, that of
God’s love toward all. Sub-
sequently, no separation be-
tween the two commandments
is possible. The story of the
Good Samaritan exemplifies
this reality. In this story, Jesus
clearly “transmutes law to gos-
pCl.”lO

Therefore, the command
of action "Go and do likewise”
in v. 37 summarizes what has
been woven throughout the en-
tire narrative, namely, to adopt
the Samaritan’s approach by
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having compassion when one
sees another in need. Jesus’ im-
perative applies not just for this
instance, but for all times.
When one functions as this Sa-
maritan, then, God’s compas-
sionate presence can be experi-
enced by all.
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The Johannine Healing Tradition

Sign of Jesus’ Compassion and Power

HEALTH IS A CONCERN OF
all societies. In the Greco-
Roman world, people were
plagued with paralysis, lame-
ness, and blindness. These infit-
mities made the people unpro-
ductive. Consequently, healing
was a central feature of all relig-
ions in the Roman empire.!
Asclepius was the most
popular healer within the
Mediterranean world. Accord-
ing to an ancient legend, As-
clepius was a physician who
cured all those who pursued
him and was clevated to the
status of a deity after his death.
He was worshipped in more
than five hundred shrines scat-
tered throughout the empire.
Christianity developed
within the cultural context of
the Greco-Roman world. The
Christian missionaries were
constantly confronted with As-
clepius’s omnipresence, and so
they began to attribute many of
the characteristics of Asclepius
to Jesus. As a result, the gospel
writers emphasized Jesus’ heal-
- ing ministry. They wrote that he
[Jesus] cured the lepers (Matt.
8:1-4), gave sight to the blind
(Matt. 9:27-31), and enabled
the lame to walk (Luke
5:17-26} . . . He relieved suf-
fering and “cured all who were
afflicted” (Matt. 8:16) . . . The
life that Jesus came to give was
not in fact to end with death.
He asserted emphatically “T am
the resurrection and the life:

Sharon Kerrigan, R. S. M.

whoever believes in me though
he [she] shall die will come to
life” (John 11:25-6).2

The evangelists described
Jesus as a divine physician who
brought life to all people. This
article will examine the Johan-
nine healing tradition against
the beliefs and practices of the
Roman empire in order to elicit
the evangelist’s message for his
community as well as ours.

The Johannine
Healing Tradition
The prologue of John’s Gospel

revealed the author’s major mo-
tifs. It was here the evangelist

powet. Jesus changed water
into wine at the wedding feast
of Cana (2:1-11). He multi-
plied the loaves of bread and
walked on water (6:1-30).
Jesus healed the royal official’s
son  (4:46-54), a paralytic
(5:1-18), a blind man (9:1-41)
and raised Lazarus from the
dead (11:1-45). In this study, I
will focus on the three healing
stories and the resurrection
account.

The Royal Official’s Son
(John 4:46-54)
Chapter 4 reported Jesus’ con-

versation with a  Samaritan
woman (John 4:1-30) and a

Christian missionaries were constantly
confronted with Asclepius’s
omnipresence, and so they began to
attribute many of the characteristics of

Asclepius to Jesus.

identified Jesus as a preexistent
God who became flesh (John
1:1-2, 14). According to John,
Jesus was sent by his Father to
bring life to the world. This
theme was developed through
Jesus’ signs, passion, death, and
resurrection.

In the Book of Signs (John
1-12), John recalled seven
great deeds. These signs ex-
pressed Jesus’ compassion and
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royal official (John 4:46-51).
In the first story, Jesus encoun-
tered a woman in Sychar at Ja-
cob’s well. After a lengthy
dialogue, Jesus gave the Samari-
tan woman the gift of living
water (John 4:13-15) and told
her he was the promised mes-
siah (John 4:25-26). The
woman left her water jar and
went off to inform the town’s
people about Jesus (John
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4:28-30). Many of the Samari-
tans belicved in Jesus and pro-
claimed him the savior of the
world (John 4:41-42).

The Hellenistic concept of
a savior had some of the same
characteristics attributed to the
messiah. The Romans applied
this title to their emperors and
gods who preserved their well-

for his som’s life (John
4:48-49). Then Jesus an-
nounced: “Your son will live,”
and the man departed for
Capernaum (John 4:50). The
cure of the royal official’s son
fostered John’s theology. The
Jews believed the Lord healed
through the prophets. John de-
picted Jesus as a prophet (John

John’s portrait of Jesus as savior of the
world provided the backdrop for his
healing slories.

being. Caesar Augustus and As-
clepius were among those ven-
erated as a savior.>

Like the Romans, the Sa-
maritans professed Jesus to be
the savior of the wotld (John
4:42). In this passage, the evan-
gelist included the definite arti-
cle. By including the article, the
author probably intended to ex-
clude all other saviors. John
may have had Augustus and/or
Asclepius in mind. Both saviors
were worshipped in Samaria.*

John's portrait of Jesus as
savior of the wotld provided
the backdrop for his healing
stories. As savior, Jesus brought
his devotees new life. The royal
official’s son was the first per-
son to experience Jesus’ healing
powers (John 4:46-54). After
two days in Samaria, Jesus re-
turned to Galilee and visited
Cana (John 4:43-45). Jesus was
approached by a man who
begged him to heal his dying
son (John 4:46-47). At first,
Jesus rebuked the man because
he required a sign to believe,
but the man continued to plead

4:19) who could heal from a
great distance (Cana to Capet-
naum). Distance hecalings ac-
centuated the degree of Jesus’
miraculous  powers  (John
4:49-54),

An Epidaurian inscription
reported a comparable cute by
Asclepius.® The god healed
Arata of Lacedaemon, She re-
mained at home while her
mother slept in Asclepius’ sanc-
tuary at Epidarus. The healing
techniques of both deities were
similar. Both healed a child
from adistance at the request of
a parent, and both cured their
suppliants by a spoken word.
The uniqueness of John’s story
was the witnessing of the child’s
cure. This theme was woven
into all of John’s healing stories.

The Paralytic at the Pool
of Bethesda (John
5:1-18)

The second Johannine story
took place at Bethesda (John

5:1-18). This narrative was fol-
lowed by a discussion on the
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nature of Sabbath healing (John
5:16-24) and a discourse on
life (John 5:24-47). The evan-
gelist said that Jesus went to
Jerusalem for a feast. Near the
Sheep Gate there was a pool
called Bethesda. The pool was
surrounded by five covered col-
onnades where the sick lay
(John 5:1-2). One man had
been at the pool for thirty-eight
years. Seeing the man’s condi-
tion, Jesus asked him if he
wished to become whole
(0y11¢). The man responded:

“I have no one to help me
into the pool when the water
is stirred up.” Then, Jesus
commanded: “Rise! Take up
your mat and walk.” At once
the man was made whole.

(John 5:6-9)

Later, Jesus met the man in the
temple. He warned him not to
sin again or something worse
would happen to him (John
5:14). The man reported Jesus
to the Jewish authorities who
persecuted him (John
5:15-16). Jesus simply said to
his censurers, “My Father is al-
ways at his work to this very
day, and I, too, am working”
(John 5:17).

Archaeological discoveries
of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries opened up new ave-
nues for interpreting Jesus’
healing of the paralytic. Excava-
tors unearthed a Copper Scroll
at Qumran along with two
pools and five colonnades at
Bethesda. These items gave cre-
dence to the presence of a pa-

- gan healing deity within

Palestine in the first century.
The Coppert Scroll was found in
1952 and confirmed the cxist-
ence of the adjoining pools at
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Bethesda, The Scroll listed
sixty-four places of hidden
treasures. The fifty-seventh

item mentioned the pools. This
text provided the reader with
three important pieces of infor-
mation: (1) the original reading
of John 5:2 was Bethesda, (2)
the pools were near the Sheep
Gate and (3) the text was writ-
ten between 35 and 65 CE. This
data established the existence
of the pools between Jesus’
ministry and the writing of the
fourth gospel (90-100 CE).®
An eatlier discovery un-
covered a votive gift to a deity,
the pools and the colonnades.
In the nincteenth century, the
Pasha of Jerusalem gave Saint
Anne’s chutch to the French
consul. As the French govern-
ment began to restore the
church, they discovered a mar-
ble foot in the debris. The in-
sctiption on the foot read:
“Pompeia  Lucilia dedicate
this.”” The dedication was a gift
from a Roman woman of the
second century CE. Subsequent
excavations unearthed the
pools and the colonnades. He-
brew graffiti were discovered
on the southern wall of the
south pool by Joachim Jere-
mias. This evidence proved the
pools were pre-Hadrian, and
the excavators claimed the arca
was a pagan sanctuary.’
Perhaps the pools were
used by temple pilgrims for rit-
ual purification. Since the Ro-
mans believed water had
curative properties, they at-
tracted a multitude of sick peo-
ple.? The five colonnades were
added to the pools during the
Roman era. Charles Talbert and
Joachim Jeremias credited the
colonnades to Herod’s expan-

sion of the temple area
(22/20-18 BCE?).19 The colon-
nades served as a shelter for the
poot.

In addition to the archae-
ological finds, John incorpo-
rated cultic language into his
description of the healing proc-
ess. John employed the word
“whole” (0y11¢) six times in
the story of the paralytic (John
54, 6,9, 11, 14 and 15). This
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for mat to mean a poor person’s
bedding.12 This would fit the
setting of the Johannine story
since the covered colonnade
was constructed to shelter the
poor who were sick.

A third influence on the
paralytic story was the evangel-
ist’'s emphasis on water. A water
theme connected the Johan-
nine stories. John baptized with
water (John 1:26); Jesus turned

Like John, the devotees of Asclepius

believed waler had healing properties.

Waler was an essential component of
the Asclepius cult.

term was’ associated with As-
clepius’s daughter Hygicia who
was revered as the goddess of
health. Making onec whole was
at the core of the Asclepius
healing tradition. The curing of
Nicanor was an example of this
principle. An inscription found
at Epidaurus on Asclepius sanc-
tuary read:

Nicanor, a lame man, while
he was sitting awake, a boy
snatched his crutch from him
and he ran away. But Nicanor
got up, putsued him and so
he became whole.

Like Asclepius, the author of
the fourth gospel said Jesus
made the paralytic at the pool
of Bethesda whole. He wrote:

Then, Jesus said to him: “Rise,
take up your mat and walk.”
At once the man was made
whole (John 5:8-9).

After becoming whole, the man
picked up his mat and walked.
Cicero used the Lain equiva-
lency of the Macedonian word

water into wine (John 2:9);
Nicodemus was told he must be
reborn of water (John 3:3-5);
the Samaritan woman was given
living water (John 4:10); and
the paralytic was granted new
life at the pool (John 5:8). For
John, water was the source of
all life and he used it as a meta-
phor for Jesus. Both brought
health.

Like John, the devotees of
Asclepius believed water had
healing propertics. Water was
an cssential component of the
Asclepius cult, Tt was used in
the purification and healing
rituals. Aristides (129-189 CE)
spoke about Asclepius’ saving
waters. He said: “everyone be-:
lieves and trusts that it [water]
tlows from a place which is both
healthy and the supplier of
health, since it rises from the
temple and feet of the savior.”13

Water was significant in
both the pagan and Christian
traditions. The devotees of As-
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clepius and Christ saw water as
a vehicle for healing. Like As-
clepius, Jesus brought health
and wholeness to his devotees
through water. The water
theme connected the story of
the paralytic with the healing of
the man born blind (John 9:
1-41).

The Man Born Blind
(John 9:1-41)

The third Johannine story in-
volved a blind man. On their
way to Jerusalem, Jesus and his
disciples encountered a man

Jesus’ directive to go and wash
in the pool (John 9:7).

The waters of Siloam sym-
bolized Israel’s escape from
bondage and were carried in
procession to the temple during
the Feast of the Tabernacles.
The setting of John 7 and 8 was
the Feast of the Tabernacles.
According to John 9, Jesus
went to Jerusalem to celebrate
a feast which may have been the
Feast of the Tabernacles. Wil-
liam Davies offered a possible
interpretation for the evangel-
ist’s inclusion of the miracle at
the pool of Siloam. He pro-

The Romans believed mud was a
curative entity. Aristides said Asclepius
prescribed mud (o cure his ailments.
John stressed that it was not the mud
that actually cured the blind man, but
obedience to Jesus.

born blind (John 9:1). The mir-
acle was briefly told. Jesus
mixed saliva with dirt, placed
the mixture on the man’s eyes,
and ordered him to go and
wash in the pool of Siloam. The
man obeyed and returned able
to see (John 9:6-7). This narra-
tive was followed by a series of
dialogues which discussed the
origin of the man’s blindness
and whether or not Jesus had
the authority to heal on the
Sabbath (John 9:8-41).

The Romans believed mud
was a curative entity. Aristides
said Asclepius prescribed mud
to cure his ailments. John
stressed that it was not the mud
that actually cured the blind
man. It was his obedience to

posed that the new symbol of
freedom was Jesus.1

The Hebtew name Siloam
means “to send.” This verb is
central to John’s theology. The
Father sent Jesus to bring life to
the world. In John 9, Jesus sent
the blind man to wash in the
sacred waters. The man’s faith
in the sender brought about his
cure.

Like Jesus, Asclepius sent
his suppliants to wash. Aristides
reported that those who bathed
in Asclepius’s waters reccived
their sight. Those who drank it
regained the breath of life be-
cause the god’s waters were su-
perior.’® The healing tech-
nigues of Asclepius and Jesus in
these instances were similar,
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Both deities employed dirt and
water in the healing process.
Both sent their suppliants to
wash and both demanded belief
in them to bring about a cure.
Faith in Jesus linked the Johan-
nine healing stories with his res-
urrection pericope.

Th‘e Resurrection of
Lazarus

Stories about raising the dead
were plausible in the ancient
Mediterranecan world. In antig-
uity, people believed holy or
god-like figures could resurrect
the dead 16 Xenophon
(430-354 BCE) told the story
of Asclepius’ resurrecting the
dead, and the evangelists made
the same claim about Jesus.} In
the Johannine tradition, Jesus
raised Lazarus (John 11:1-45).
The resurrecting of Lazarus was
the seventh and final sign
within the fourth gospel. The
number seven symbolized the
completion of Jesus’ ministry
and represented his greatest
miracle.

The story began by stating
that Lazarus, the brother of
Mary and Martha, was sick. Laz-
arus’s sisters sent word to Jesus
about their brother’s condition
(John 11:1-4). Upon learning
of his friend’s illness, Jesus as-
sured his disciples that Laz-
arus’s sickness would not lead
to his death (John 11:4-6). By
the time Jesus arrived in Be-
thany, Lazarus had been dead
four days (John 11:17).

When Martha learned that
Jesus was coming, she went out
to greet him. Jesus entered into
a conversation with Martha and
Mary about raising the dead. He
guaranteed the sisters that their
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brother would live. Then, Jesus
accompanied them to the burial
site (John 11:21-34, 38).

Jesus told the mourners to
remove the stone, prayed to his
Father and called Lazarus out
of the tomb (John 11:39-43).
Lazarus emerged with his
hands and feet bound (John
11:44). Jesus directed the by-
standers to remove the linen
strips. Some of the mourners
believed in Jesus, while others
reported him to the Pharisees,
who plotted to kill him (John
11:45-57).

In the fourth gospel, Mary
and Martha proclaimed Jesus to
be their Lord (John 11:21, 32,
34). Martha also identified
Jesus as the Son of God (John
11:27). These same titles were
attributed to Asclepius. Aris-
tides called Asclepius his Lord,
his savior, and his savior god.*8
Both deities brought life to
their devotees. This theology
provided the background for
John’s resurrection story.

Scholats have acknow-
ledged the similaritics between
the Jairus and the Lazarus sto-
ries. Both the Synoptic (Mark
5:22-4, 41-43; Matt. 9:18-19,
23-26; Luke 8:40-43, 49-56)
and the Johannine (John
11:1-45) resurrection storics
stated the person was dead be-
fore Jesus arrived (Matk 5:35;
John 11:17) and both used the
metaphor of sleep for death
(Mark 5:39; John 11:11). In
both traditions, Jesus called the
deceased back to life (Mark
5:41; John 11:43) and ordered
a service to be rendered to the
person  (Mark 5:43; John
11:44).19

The fourth gospel added
four details to the story. The

evangelist said that Lazarus was
dead four days (John 11:39).
Jesus prayed before raising Laz-
arus (John 11:41-42). Lazarus
emerged from the cave still
wearing his grave cloth (John

11:44). The Lord was put to

death partly as a consequence
of raising the dead (John
11:45-49).

The Jews believed the soul
left the body upon death. If the
soul did not return in three
days, the person was declared
dead.?® John stated that Laz-
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wrapped with strips of linen
(John 11:43-44), The evangel-
ist used the words “cave” and
“grave cloth” to emphasize the
dramatic movement from death
to life by the power of Jesus.

In John 11:38, the author
stated that Jesus went to the
tomb which became a cave. The
Jews buried their dead in natu-
ral caves. The sealing of a cave
with a stone made it a tomb.?1
However, the Greeks believed
caves were special places where

The Jews buried their dead in natural
caves. However, the Greeks believed
caves were special places where sacred
events happened. The Johannine story
integrated both tradilions.

arus had been dead four days to
sct forth the magnitude of
Jesus’ miracle.

Prior to resurrecting Laz-
arus, Jesus gazed toward
heaven and gave thanks to his
Father in  prayer (John
11:41-42). The Jews believed
that extraordinary things hap-
pened through the power of
God as a result of holy people’s
intercession, while the Greco-
Romans attributed the power to
a divine man. Jesus’ prayer was
one of gratitude to his Father
rather than petition (John
11:41). Jesus prayed so that the
mourners might know the Fa-
ther sent him. Their belicf
would glorify the Father as well
as the Son (John 11:42). After
praying, Jesus shouted Lazarus
out of the cave. He came forth
with his hands and feet still

sacred events happened. For
cxample, according to ancient
tradition, Zeus was born in a
cave.?? The Johannine story in-
tegrated both traditions. Laz-
arus had been in the tomb four
days, but Jesus restored him to
life by a command. The event
took place at a tomb (death)
that became a cave (life). The
evangelist expanded upon this
theme through the symbolism
of the burial cloth (John
11:43-44). The word the evan-
gelist used for the grave cloth
had several meanings in antig-
uity. It meant a bedcloth (Prov.
7:16), a grave cloth (John
11:44; 19:40; 20:5, 7), and a
bandage.”® The Johannine
story scemed to combine these
traditions.

The Jews used linen strips
to bind the hands and feet of
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their corpses.Z* For John, the
linen strips symbolized tempo-
ral (grave cloth) and ecternal
(bandages) life. Lazarus came
out of the tomb wearing his
grave cloth which implied he
would need it again (John
11:44). On the other hand,
Jesus left his in the tomb (John
20:1). At a deeper level, the
grave cloth symbolized Jesus’
power over life and death. The
ancient world attributed his
power to God. Jesus was ac-
cused by the Jews of equating
himself with God and so they
plotted to kill him (John
10:31-34). John’s gospel was
the only one that linked Jesus’
raising of the dead with his cru-
cifixion. According to a Greek
legend, Zeus struck Asclepius
with a bolt of lightning because
he raised the dead.?® Both sav-
ior gods had the power to re-
store temporal life to their
devotees.

In the prologue to the
fourth gospel, the evangelist ar-
ticulated a major distinction be-
tween the two savior gods. The
evangelist said that Jesus was a
preexistent God who became
incarnate (John 1:1-2, 14). In
contrast, the devotees of As-
clepius claimed that their savior
was a- mortal, elevated to the
status of a deity. Both physi-
cians brought health to their
suppliants, but only Jesus prom-
ised eternal life  (John
11:25-26). These distinctions
were important to the Johan-
nine community because they
confirmed Jesus as the true sav-
ior of the world (John 4:42).

Conclusion

Like John’s community, our
world is plagued by physical

and spiritual infirmities. We,
too, need a divine physician.
The Johannine stories describe
Jesus as a compassionate healer.
The evangelist reminds us that
our God continues to listen to
our prayers (John 4:47-51),
comforts us when we are in
pain (John 11:21-36), makes
us whole (John 5:6-9), grants
us health (John 9:6-7), and
ptomises us eternal life (John
11:25-26). Each of these gifts
brings new life and leads us to
the source of all life—Jesus
Christ. This was and is the mes-
sagc of John's healing tradition.
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Discussion Questions

The Compassion of God in Scripture

1. (Nemann) What does Catherine’s “imitation of Jesus” mean to you today,
considering Constitutions # 9: “The Word of God opens us to contemplate the
Divine Presence in ourselves, in others, and in the universe”?

2. (Dempsey) Who are the persons—in my family, community, country and
world—who represent the issues most in need of my compassionate response?

3. (Wainwright) Women in various biblical stories lay claim to empowerment
from God and healing from Jesus. How is the metaphor of the dance a description
of their initiative and their achievement?

4, (Getty) “The same Paul who defends so vigorously his own call, mission,
and authority, also appears quite ready to overlook and move beyond human
frailty both in himself and in others.” How do women reconcile an attitude of
compassion toward others with an assertiveness about their mission and purpose?

5. (Schubert) The behavior of the first two religious figures who saw the
injured man and “passed by on the other side” exemplifies a contrast between
sacred mandate and praxis. In what situations can you see that the gap could be
closed either by yourself or by the community?

6. (Kerrigan) The gospel stories portray Jesus as a divine physician who
healed the whole person, body, mind, and spirit. What aspect of your life needs
a divine physician?
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would like published in The MAST Journal, please send the article or inquiry to Eloise

Rosenblatt, R. S. M., MAST Office, Sisters of Mercy, 2300 Adeline Drive, Burlingame,
CA 94010. Please include a complete return mailing address on all correspondence.
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I wish to subscribe to The MAST Journal for:

One year Two years ___ .

($10.00 U.S.; $12.00 outside U.S.) ($16.00 U.S; $18.00 outside U.S.)
Name

Address

Please make payment by international money order, check drawn on U.S. bank, or U.S. currency.
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MAST, the Mercy Association in Scripture and Theology, met for the first time in June 1987 at
Gwynedd-Mercy College in Gwynedd Valley, Pennsylvania. Called together by Eloise Rosenblatt,
R.S. M. and Mary Ann Getty, twenty Mercy theologians and Scripture scholars from fourteen regional
communities formally established the organization to provide a forum for dialogue and cooperation
among Sisters of Mercy and associates. The stated purpose of the organization is to promote studies
and research in Scripture, theology, and related fields; to support its. members in scholarly pursuits
through study, writing, teaching, and administration; and to provide a means for members to address
current issues within the context of their related disciplines.

MAST has been meeting annually since then, usually in conjunction with the annual meeting of the
Catholic Theological Society of America, and the. organization now numbers fifty, with members
living and working in Australia, Canada, the Caribbean, Central and South America, as well as in the
United States. Julie Upton, R. S. M. currently serves as MAST’s executive director, In 1998 CTSA will
hold its annual meeting in Ottawa, June 14-17

Members work on a variety of task forces related to their scholarly discipline. Present task forces
include: Scripture, healthcare ethics, and spirituality. In addition, the members seek to be of service
to the institute by providing a forum for on-going theological education.

Membership dues are $20 per year, payable to Marie Michele Donnely, R. S. M., MAST treasurer,
Convent of Mercy, 515 Montgomery Ave., Merion Station, PA 19066.

If you would like to be on the mailing list, call or write: Julia Upton, R. S. M., executive director, St.
John’s University, 8000 Utopia Parkway, Jamaica, NY 11439 (718) 990-1861, or email to
Uptonj @stjohns.edu.

Since 1991, The MAST Journal has been published three times a year. Members of the organization
serve on the journal’s editorial board on a rotating basis, and several members have taken responsibility
over the years to edit individual issues. Maryanne Stevens, R. S. M., was the founding editor of the
journal, and Eloise Rosenblatt, R. S. M., currently serves in that capacity.
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