
A compassionate heart 

 

Talk 1 -- Introduction  
Compassion: 

To feel with someone 

To enter into their sorrow or pain sympathetically 

Can also include a will to change the situation 

To act with or for the person who is suffering 

Hebrew and Greek references 

In translating the Bible from the Hebrew (OT) and Greek (NT) at least 

five Hebrew words and eight Greek words are translated as 

compassion or to have pity. 

Hebrew Scriptures 

Chamal   

To regret, be sorry for, grieve over or spare someone 

Example: Pharoah’s daughter “felt sorry for” the baby Moses. 

 

She opened it and saw the baby. He was crying, and she felt sorry for 

him. “This is one of the Hebrew babies,” she said. (Exodus 2:6) 

Chen  

To possess grace and charm and to be gracious 

Example: God desired to pour out a spirit of grace or “compassion” 

on his people 
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And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on the one 

they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an 

only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn 

son. (Zechariah 12:10) 

 

Chus  

An emotional expression of crying and feeling for someone who is 

hurting. With the emotion goes the intent to help. 

 

But the Lord said, You have been concerned about this vine, though 

you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died 

overnight. But Ninevah has more than a hundred and twenty 

thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their life, and 

many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city? 

(Jonah 4:10,11) 

Nichum or nocham 

To be sorry for, regret, comfort or console. It includes a will to 

change the situation 

 

When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil 

ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the 

destruction he had threatened. (Jonah 3:10) 

This is a compassion that responds to the reality that emerges from a 

situation. Our well intentioned decisions can, at times, have negative 

impacts we hadn’t envisaged. A compassionate response is to adjust 



A compassionate heart 

 

our plans if that is possible (does not preclude other compassionate 

responses). 

Racham 

Related to the Hebrew word for “womb” and describes a mother’s 

or father’s love and compassion, pity and devotion to a helpless 

child. 

 

Example: God’s compassion for humanity. 

 

As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has 

compassion on those who fear him. (Psalm 103:13) 

The Lord is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made. (Psalm 

145:9) 

Whenever Racham is used it always expresses the feeling of the more 

powerful for the less powerful. It is a deeply emotional feeling 

seeking a concrete expression of love. 

Greek New Testament 

Eleeo 

Used in the NT to translate most of the Hebrew words listed above. 

It represents the emotion aroused by another person’s undeserved 

suffering or pain. 

 

Example: God’s compassion in healing the demoniac. 

 

...Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done 

for you, and how he has had mercy on you. (Mark 5:19) 

We are to show the compassion of God to others. 
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Be merciful to those who doubt (Jude 22) 

Splagxnizomai 

A Greek noun for inward parts much as the Hebrew rachemim. The 

centre of personal feelings and emotions. To feel compassion and 

mercy in one’s gut. 

Also related to courage (earlier) 

Example: The prodigal son’s father, the good samaritan 

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled 

with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around 

him and kissed him. (Luke 15:20) 

But a Samaritan, as he travelled, came where the man was; and when 

he saw him, he took pity on him. (Luke 10:33) 

Oiktiro 

related to lamentation and grief for the dead, and came to mean 

sympathetic participation in grief, standing ready to help the one 

who has suffered loss. 

Example: God is the source of this compassion 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 

compassion and the God of all comfort (2 Corinthians 1:3) 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your 

body as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your 

spiritual act of worship. (Romans 12:1) 
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Sumpatheo 

means to suffer what someone else suffers, to suffer with, 

alongside, to sympathise 

Example: This is to be like Christ 

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 

our weaknesses , but we have one who has been tempted in every 

way, just as we are ... (Hebrews 4:15) 

Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, 

love as brothers, be compassionate and humble (1 Peter 3:8) 

Metriopatheo 

To be moderate in emotions or passions – to moderate our anger at 

another’s weakness. 

 

Example: Aware of our own shortcomings we can consider with 

compassion the experience of another 

 

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to 

represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices 

for sins. He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are 

going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness. (Hebrews 5:1,2) 

Questions raised 

 

These definitions raise some questions for us to reflect on as we 

consider “a compassionate heart”. 
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 What or who arouses my compassion (the subject) 

 

 What feelings are aroused? 

 

 What is my relationship to the subject (powerful – powerless, 

alongside?) 

 

 What impact does the feeling/emotion have on my/our 

actions: 

 

o Do we moderate a particular course of action – 

master forgiving a debt 

o Do we instigate action – Pharaoh’s daughter 

o Do we assist another as we would like or need to be 

assisted ourselves as in grief and loss 

 

 What happens in us as we act for or with another? 

 

 What is the fruit of our compassion? 

 

Compassion is central, not only to the Christian tradition, but in 

every single one of the world’s major faiths. (Karen Armstrong) 

 It is the test of any true religion 

 It is (should be) the basis of all exegesis 

Saint Augustine wrote: 
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“Scripture teaches nothing but charity, and we must not leave an 

interpretation of Scripture until we have found a compassionate 

interpretation of it.” 

The Parable of the Good Samaritan 

 

The parable of the Good Samaritan, which we are going to sit with 

during this retreat is framed by the “golden rule”. 

Luke 10:25-27 

The parable is an exegesis, commentary on that rule of life. It shows 

us what compassion looks like, what loving our neighbour looks like. 

Compassion: 

 

 Is not confined to your own group – religious, national, 

cultural, sub-cultural 

 It is especially important that we show compassion to the 

“other”, even those we do not know, or like or value 

This includes the parts of ourselves that we do not particularly 

esteem or value or like, our weaknesses, for example, our faults and 

our failures. 

Someone has said: (Anselm Gruen) 

Before we can have a heart for the poor, we must first have a heart 

for what is poor and unhappy in ourselves. (Angels of Grace: 118) 

And so we will consider: 
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 Compassion for ourselves 

 Compassion for our companions 

 Compassion for the world 

Thinking about how we can cultivate compassion in all its various 

forms in our lives. 
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Talk 2 -- The hospitable innkeeper 

 

In the story of the Good Samaritan, the inn stands for safety, shelter 

and further care. Food, drink, comfort and protection from the 

elements and from further attacks is offered. Access to needed care 

(physical and psychological) and company is provided. 

The innkeeper responds compassionately, both to the wounded 

traveller, but also towards the “despised Samaritan” – the outsider, 

he welcomes him and trusts him. 

He behaves with hospitality and openness towards his guests, one 

wounded and one hated. He welcomes them.  

A good hotelier, host, goes beyond just taking our money and giving 

us what we pay for. 

Personal illustration  

At this point the group can be invited to share  any 

experiences they have had of a host who went further than 

required? 

 

The innkeeper accepts his guests, however potentially troublesome 

they may be. He trusts, or enters into a relationship of trust, with the 

Good Samaritan. 

He took out two denarii (about two days wages for a labourer) and 

said [to the innkeeper] “Take care of him; and when I come back, I 

will pay you whatever more you spend.” (v. 35) 
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Personal cost and risk are involved for both men. Time, money and 

effort. 

But both act with compassion and mirror the compassion and 

hospitality of God. 

Inns and innkeepers feature a little in Jesus’ 

story 

Luke 2:6 & 7  

Mary could find no room in the inn(kataluma) 

Luke 22:11 

Jesus celebrated the Passover with his disciples in a kataluma. 

Read Luke 22:14-23 

Who is the host in the guest room? (Luke 22:11) 

The one who takes the cup and shares it (22:17) 

The one who takes the bread and breaks it (22:19) 

Read Luke 22:24-30 

And the one who teaches them, in the midst of a dispute about 

‘who is the greatest” (22:24) 

Who is greater, the one who is at table, or the one who serves. Is it 

not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who 

serves. (22:27) 
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I am among you as the host 

The one who shows true hospitality 

“This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me” 

(22:19) 

What is he doing? What is he saying? 

“Naturally ...our attention focuses on the institution of the Lord’s 

supper... but we can and we should also interpret this command in 

terms of welcoming hospitality.  

Do this in remembrance of me... (Gerald O’Collins, Following the 

Way, Jesus our Spiritual Director: 121) 

Albert Orsborn’s words: 
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My life must be Christ’s broken bread 

My love his outpoured wine 

A cup o’erfilled, a table spread 

Beneath his name and sign 

That other souls refreshed and fed 

May share his life through mine. 

 

My life is to offer this kind of hospitality to others 

My love is to cleanse, heal and refresh 

It is to be generous 

It is beneath his name and sign (Jesus’ inn) 
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WHO HAS SHOWN YOU HOSPITALITY WHEN YOU MOST NEEDED IT? 

WHERE AT THE MOMENT IN YOUR LIFE DO YOU GIVE AND RECEIVE HOSPITALITY? 

HOW HAVE YOU/ARE YOU SHOWING COMPASSION TO YOURSELF IN THESE 

EXPERIENCES? 

Praying with the Scriptures: 

The Good Samaritan Story Luke 10:25-37 

The Passover Story Luke 22: ff 

The Emmaus Story  Luke 24:13-31 where Jesus is recognised in the 

breaking of the bread – the host role. 
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Talk 3 -- The priest and the Levite 

 

Compassion fatigue is a term we are familiar with.  

Personal Illustration of wanting to help but not having the resources 

to do so. 

The immediate feeling is, I would love to, but I don’t think I can really 

spare the time. 

My desire is to help, but I may not be looking after my own 

responsibilities adequately if I go to help. 

We desire to help people, but sometimes we pass by. 

Why? 

Compassion fatigue is the concept that we are so overwhelmed with 

the ever present needs of the world that we become exhausted 

trying to help. We get overwhelmed by the demands made on our 

time and resources. We get overwhelmed by the nightly news and 

the horror stories from around the world. We get overwhelmed with 

the daily reality of poverty and injustice on a global scale. 

Perhaps we give out too much for too long, suffering burnout or in 

some other way we come to recognise that in order to say “yes” to 

some causes we have to say “no” to others. 

• Injustices and huge needs confront us at every turn – human 

trafficking, asylum seekers, the plight of indigenous peoples, 

animal cruelty... 
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• The needs in our local or worship community, families in 

crisis relationally or financially. Drug and alcohol issues... 

 

We cannot do everything 

 

 Sometimes we pass by because we need to make choices about 

what we can and cannot do. 

We need to do that from a place of spiritual discernment: we decide 

best from a place where we are “in loving and prayerful familiarity 

with Jesus (Gerald O’Collins, Following the Way, Jesus our Spiritual 

Director: 118) 

So there is something in this of knowing “who is the neighbour we 

are called to serve” and “what is the way in which we are called to 

serve them”. 

What is the call within the call? What is our vocation? Something you 

may want to consider further. 

 

 

But 
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The story Jesus tells is not about an everyday occurrence or our 

regular vocation. Presumably if it had fallen into those categories the 

priest and levite  would have known what they should do. 

 

The reality is, however, that the example Jesus gives is an emergency 

situation. It is not an everyday occurrence to come across a naked 

man who has been robbed and left wounded at the side of the road. 

What are you like in an emergency? Some people thrive in that 

situation, certain personalities love that environment. Others freeze 

up, panic, feel unable to do anything for fear that they may do the 

wrong thing. Perhaps the priest and levite were like that. 

Or perhaps they didn’t see clearly enough what the situation was. 

Gerald O’Collins, an Australian priest tells a story against himself of a 

similar experience of not “seeing”. 

One evening in Sydney I walked down a suburban street with one of 

my sisters and a female cousin of ours. 

A man was sitting on the footpath, his feet dangling in the gutter and 

his body gently swaying backwards and forwards. The smell of spirits 

caught us as we walked by. 

Half an hour later the three of us came back along the same street. 

An ambulance crew was loading the man on board. 

He was drunk alright. But he had been sitting down because a car had 

hit him breaking his leg, and had failed to stop. 
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“It’s the Good Samaritan story,” my sister commented. “Only this 

time, instead of a priest and a levite passing by on the other side; its 

been us three; a priest, a social worker and a nurse.” (Gerald 

O’Collins, Following the Way, Jesus our Spiritual Director: 114) 

Sometimes we need to get close enough to “see” and to 

“understand” what is going on. 

Sometimes to “see” we need to engage in asking some questions or 

investigating  in some other way what is going on. 

Illus. Steven Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People story 

Covey was travelling on a subway, when a man gets in with his two 

sons, the sons start running all over the place,  and the father seems 

to be ignoring their behaviour which is bothering the other 

passengers.  

This continues for a while, until someone finally gets irritated enough 

to ask the father why he doesn't do something to control his kids. 

The father replies, "We just got back from the hospital where their 

mother died. I don't know how to handle it and I guess they don't 

either." 

With this “information” we “see”  the  situation differently. 

The gospel tells is that: 

“having seen him the priest passed by on the other side” 

But “having seen him the Samaritan was filled with compassion” 
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Did they both “see” the same thing? 

Did they “see” it from different perspectives. 

Who do you see and not see? 

Who sees you? 

One of the names for God in the Hebrew Bible is  

El Roi = the God who sees 

This is the name Hagar uses when the angel of the Lord comes to her 

in the desert, after she has fled from Sara’s mistreatment of her. 

She gave this name to the God who spoke to her: “You are the God 

who sees me...” 

 

What does God see when he looks at you? 

What do you see when you look at others? 

A major barrier to “seeing” is busyness or being pre-occupied, not 

being fully present to what is around us. 

Do you go through your days hurrying here and there like the priest 

and levite? Do your many commitments stop you from seeing? 

 



A compassionate heart 

 

All of us pass people by, situations and needs. Our motives may be 

different on different days, different occasions. Perhaps we can look 

with compassion rather than judgement on our failures of the past. 

Prayer for Consideration: consider your life under God’s gaze. Is there 

space, time, and energy to respond to “emergencies”? 

Consider how you have acted in any significant situations that come 

to mind. 

WHAT OR WHO DO YOU SEE AND PASS BY? 

HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT PASSING BY? 

HOW HAVE YOU SHOWED/OR ARE YOU SHOWING COMPASSION TO YOURSELF IN 

THESE EXPERIENCES? 
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Talk 4 -- The Good Samaritan – the wounded 

traveller 

 

• This is a precisely located story – on the road from Jerusalem 

to Jericho 

(cf other parables, a vineyard somewhere, a treasure in a 

field somewhere) 

• A story which has entered culture . You don’t need to be 

religious to know the phrase “a good Samaritan” 

 

• A story we are familiar with – suitable for all ages. 

 

• A story we can understand – we get the point. 

 

• A story we interpret in particular ways – for example, no 

motive is ascribed in the story to the priest and the levite 

who pass by on the other side, but we interpret their actions 

in particular ways (didn’t want to defile themselves) although 

these interpretations may not be accurate.  

 

We will look at this more this afternoon. 

We typically think of the story as having four characters but in fact 

there are five: 

 The injured man 
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 The priest 

 The levite 

 The good Samaritan 

 The inn keeper 

Our focus is on the good Samaritan. It is comfortable for us to 

identify with him at some levels and more difficult at others. 

 

We can identify with his actions – as Salvationists, this is what we do. 

illus.  The work of The Salvation Army in Emergence Services 

We may not identify  as comfortably with his “outsider” status. We 

(The Salvation Army in Australia) help from a place of community 

approval and appreciation. On the whole we are granted respect and 

praise we may not feel we deserve, simply on the basis of our status 

in a loved organisation. 

This morning, however, I invite you to engage with the story through 

the experience, not of the helper, but of the helpless victim. 

The helpless victim 

This is not a place we like to be. It is a hard place. It is difficult to be 

the object of pity, the needy one: 

• Stripped /vulnerable/exposed 

• Embarrassed/shamed 

• Hurt physically and psychologically 
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• In pain, the stuffing knocked out of us 

iilus.  Woman robbed near her home lost her confidence, 

afraid, house bound, isolated 

• Left half-dead, abandoned, alone, hope-less 

There are people passing by, finally one stops (how long did he 

lie there) 

One approaches him and comes close, talks to him, touches him, 

tends to him; gets him on to his animal and takes him to an inn, a 

place of safety, of food and drink and lodging. 

And still the man who helped him stays with him, finally leaving 

him in the care of an inn keeper but promising to return. 

What do you suppose this injured man feels towards his rescuer? 

Such gratitude, but more a deep bond, because this man was with 

him when he was the most alone and vulnerable he could be. 

Illus. Personal experiences of caring and being cared for by people in 

illness and grief 

 Consider your own experiences: 

WHAT OR WHO HAS STRIPPED YOU, BEATEN YOU AND LEFT YOU HALF DEAD? 

WHO HAS TAKEN PITY (HAD COMPASSION ) ON YOU? 

HOW HAVE YOU SHOWED/OR ARE YOU SHOWING COMPASSION TO YOURSELF? 

Additional question: How did God reveal, or is revealing, his 

compassion for you? 
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Quote: Anselm Gruen (Benedictine author, German) 

Compassionate people are those who have a heart for the poor, the 

orphaned, the unfortunate, the lonely. But before they can have a 

heart for the poor, they must first have a heart for what is poor and 

unhappy in themselves. We must learn first to be compassionate with 

ourselves.   

Being compassionate towards myself means [being the good 

Samaritan to myself] accompanying myself in my woundedness and 

vulnerability. It means treating myself tenderly, not raging against 

myself, not making too many demands on myself, but simply having a 

heart for myself, just as I now am, having a heart for what is weak 

and orphaned in myself. (Angels of Grace: 118) 

• Not judging myself 

• Not scolding myself 

• Not punishing myself 

• But “being with” my wounded self 

• Caring for myself as this good man cared for the one in need. 

This is important work both for our own sake, but also for the sake of 

others. 

 

 

 

 


