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Scripture Reading  Matthew 9:35-38 

35 Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the 
good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness.36When he saw the crowds, he 
had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.37Then 
he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few;38therefore ask the Lord of the 
harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.’ 

 

"We heard the whine of a bomber overhead, and the families I was interviewing 

suddenly scrambled to their feet.  

Like starving people everywhere, they had seemed listless, their bodies conserving 

every ounce of energy to stay alive. “We’ve had nothing to eat but leaves from trees,” 

one young mother, Samira Zaka, told me. Her malnourished son was gnawing on a 

piece of wood.  

Then the Antonov bomber buzzed above us, and she and her children rose from their 

torpor. They rushed into caves, and we all cowered deep in the rocks as the plane 

passed overhead. The Antonov went on to drop a bomb to the south. . ." 

 

This is what I read as I sat in my cozy kitchen on Thursday morning, eating my 

delicious bowl of slow-cooked Irish oatmeal.  It's the opening of Nicholas Kristof's 

column for that day in the Times.  Here's my confession.  I can't stand violence.  I thank 

God every day for my unviolent life.   I can't bear to watch it on television or in the 

movies.  Reading about it is a little less difficult -- I do read the newspaper every day 

and listen to the news, but even in the news media, I am liable to turn away from 

graphic violence.   

 

But I'm also a sucker for a good story and Kristof had caught me with his opening lines.  

I went on to read that the people he's hiding in a cave with are Nuba people in Sudan, 

who are being systematically hunted down and murdered by the Sudanese 

government. 

 



Anyone who is familiar with Mr. Kristof's work knows that he makes it his business to 

be in some of the most dangerous, most appalling places on earth, to report on abuses 

and violence and to try to move people who are in a position to do something, to DO 

something.  He and his wife, Sheryl WuDunn won a Pulitzer Prize for their reporting of 

the Tiananmen Square massacre in China, and he won a second Pulitzer for his 

reporting of the genocide in Darfur. 

 

It was sort of a coincidence that that same Thursday morning on my way to work, I 

listened to a podcast of Krista Tippett's show On Being, in which she interviewed 

Nicholas Kristof.   As a person who shrinks from violence, I'm pretty fascinated by this 

guy who makes it his business to witness the worst that humankind can do to itself.  As 

it turns out, in the interview he's pleasant, affable and cheerful.  It's amazing.  At the 

end of the interview Krista Tippett says, "You know you're a lot less depressing than I 

thought you'd be," and he just laughed.  He said that though he's seen very dreadful 

things in his life, he always ends up focusing on the people who step forward to help.   

 

But the piece of the interview that intrigued me most and that I thought would be of 

interest to you, is when he talks about "compassion fatigue."  Because he's in the 

business of trying to motivate people to help other people, he has made a study of what 

inspires people.  What led him to this was that he had been writing over a period of 

months about the atrocities in Darfur, and people weren't responding.  He said that it 

felt like his reporting was "disappearing into the pond without a ripple."  He said that 

this was at the same time there was such a furor in New York over the red-tailed hawk 

named "Pale Male."  Remember Pale Male and his mate Lola?  I do.  They were hawks 

who nested on a building on Fifth Avenue.  In 2004, the building management had the 

nest and the trusses that supported it removed and there was a HUGE uproar about it.  

It was on the front page of all the papers.  Bird lovers picketed the building and raised 

such a fuss that the management gave in and re-established the nest infrastructure so 

that Pale Male and Lola could come back to their home.  At the same time, Kristof says, 

hundreds of thousands of people were being driven from their homes in Darfur, and he 

couldn't get anyone to pay attention. 

 

It led him to look at the neurology and social psychology of what makes people care.  

Scientists have shown that it's the emotional part of the brain that lights up when 

people are making any kind of moral decision.  And what makes the brain light up 

most is stories about individual people, not numbers and statistics.  Large numbers 



actually turn people off.  He said, "We all know that there is compassion fatigue as the 

number of victims increases, but what the research has shown that is kind of 

devastating is that the number at which we begin to show fatigue is when the number 

of victims reaches two."  He goes on to tell the story of a psychological experiment in 

which people were shown a photo of a starving seven-year-old girl from Mali, called 

Rokia, or a picture of a starving boy named Musa.  People would want to donate a lot of 

money when they heard Rokia's story or Musa's story, but "the moment you put the 

two of them together, and asked people to help both Rokia and Musa, at that point, 

donations dropped.  By the time you ask people to donate to 21 million starving people 

in West Africa, nobody wanted to contribute at all."   

 

And so Mr. Kristof has made it his life's work to ferret out the personal stories that 

reflect the larger issues, as he was doing in the column I read on Thursday.  The stories 

that make us care about what's happening to brothers and sisters on the other side of 

the globe.  

 

But the idea of compassion fatigue caught ahold of me.  As a daily consumer of news, I 

often have that feeling of being overwhelmed by it all -- the people being killed in Syria, 

the rioting in Afghanistan, nuclear threats from Iran, the dramatic rise in the number of 

poor in this country, the disastrous state of presidential politics in this country.  In so 

many ways, it's possible to see our world as broken, and to feel hopeless about fixing it.   

 

And on the other hand, there's this church.  I don't mean to sound grandiose.  This 

church is not going to solve all the world's problems.  But when I'm feeling compassion 

and news fatigue, this church gives me hope.  This church as one example of all kinds of 

people around the world who gather together with the purpose of doing some good.  

Of starting out very locally, by caring for one another, and from there reaching out 

beyond these walls, beyond this neighborhood, doing small things yes, but DOING 

something to improve the situation of other human beings. 

 

Do we experience compassion fatigue from time to time?  Sure we do.  I have sat in 

church meetings talking about mission and how to get people to participate more.  

People are overwhelmed by the number of projects, we say.  The need can be 

overwhelming and people don't know where to start.  My plea to you, if you haven't 

participated in any of the outreach programs here, is to just pick one and DO 



something.  The world's problems are not insoluble if we all, every single one of us, just 

start somewhere.  That is God's call to each of us.   

 

As I was working on this sermon this week, I noticed a small stack of cards sitting on 

the table in the hallway.  It's an ad for Bridges to Community's fundraiser gala on May 

5th.  Guess who they're honoring this year?  The Rev. Dr. Paul Alcorn and Bedford 

Presbyterian Church, as well as Jason Navarrez and Temple Shaaray Tefila.  And I 

thought -- Paul Alcorn -- there's an example of the opposite of compassion fatigue.  Let's 

call it "compassion energy."  Paul is being honored for his 16-year commitment to 

Bridges to Community and its work in Nicaragua.  He has been responsible for literally 

hundreds of teenagers and dozens of adults going down there to build houses.  He has 

served on the board of Bridges for many years.  Paul is also the person who started the 

Emergency Shelter Partnership, single handedly one Christmastime.  It was when his 

office was in the main office and I remember passing through the office time after time, 

hearing him cajoling one congregation after another, trying to convince them that it 

would be safe for them to allow homeless men and women to shelter in their churches 

and synagogues during the winter months.  Paul also served on the Bedford Central 

School Board for several years and there's a plaque dedicated to him "for his tireless 

efforts on behalf of the children."  He and this congregation were instrumental in 

founding the Mt. Kisco Food Pantry, and he has also been active in supporting the 

immigrant community in Mt. Kisco.   

 

I can talk about him this way because he's not here.  He wouldn't put up with it if he 

were sitting behind me.  But he, like Nicholas Kristof, is such a good example of 

"compassion energy" -- they see a need and they do what they can to address it.  And 

they're tireless in their pursuit of shelter, food, safety and justice for people who need 

help. 

 

And I don't mean to make saints out of either of these men, because by doing that, it 

makes them different from us, and they aren't.  They are, both of them, just human 

beings, using their God-given talents to make a difference in this world.  Just as you and 

I can do.  Just as many of you are doing already.   Each one of us is called by God, by 

our Christian faith, to do what we can to make this world a better place.  We're very 

lucky to have such a very local example of "compassion energy" to inspire us.  The 

danger for us is the tendency to sit back and say, "You go, Paul" and to think that means 

we're doing our part.  The call is deeper and a little more demanding than that.  The 



question for all of us is to ask ourselves -- What am I doing to bring a little bit of 

wholeness to a broken world?   

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 


