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There are parts of faith that have to do with the mind. But compassion is a matter of the heart.
‘
Let me tell you one of my “heart moments” from VBS last week. On Wednesday in Bible expeditions, we’d been
talking about all the stuff life throws at us. In the Bible story, Jesus and the disciples were crossing a lake in a boat. A storm
got thrown at them and the disciples thought they were going to drown. Jesus was asleep in the back of the boat and they
yelled, “Jesus, don’t you care we’re going to drown?” So we all yelled it too.
And then I began throwing paper wads at the kids as a sign of the stuff life throws at you. You’re playing at recess
and you skin your knee. You didn’t think you were doing anything wrong but you got in trouble. You get sick and you
can’t go to a party. You only have to live long enough to be a kid to know that life can pelt you with things you didn’t see
coming. The 3rd and 4th graders so got this, by the end of the group we were in an all-out paper wad war with each other.
But if we let it, all the stormy stuff that comes with life can shape how you look and the world, and other people,
and just the voyage of life. You can see life and relationships as more precarious and thorny, than ripe and fruitful. More
full of problems than gifts and opportunities.
Which brings us to today’s a preaching conversation on living in mission with God. The question our passage asks
us to talk about today is: what shapes how Jesus looks at people and the world he lives in?
Today we hear that Jesus looks out at the world he sees something remarkable. He sees the same world we do,
that’s full of trouble, worry and hurry. But he also sees a world that’s fruitful, with gifts ripe for picking. After walking
through villages and towns, wading through people’s disease and sickness, he turned to his disciples and said something
incredible.
It wasn’t, it’s a rough, stormy world out there, so look out, which might be a message always operating somewhere
in our hearts. He said, “There’s a plentiful harvest out there, but too few are working to gather it. So pray for more hands
to do the gathering.”
That’s what some of the fruitfulness of VBS was: Jesus was at work, gathering kids into his love. Part of the reason
I know this is that all through the week, in the mix with all the games and fun, kids kept opening up and about the fears
they’re living with. They talked about scary dreams, being afraid for a parent, anxiety over a pet. And, you know, kids pick
up on a lot. They may not watch the news that tells us in real-time about latest troubling event. But they still pick up on
adult anxiety that just out there in the airstream.
But whatever their age, any time a child of God opens up about their troubles the presence of Jesus, it’s like the
soil’s been turned up so a seed of grace can be planted. Because the answer to that question we yelled before pelting each
other with paper balls––“Jesus, don’t you care?”––is a resounding Yes. Which is what our Bible passage today is all about.
Jesus was going through towns and villages healing and telling good news. We should notice that Jesus didn’t wait
for people to come to him. He went to them. He did this because of how he looked at the world and people in it. Our
text says, “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep
without a shepherd.”
“They were harassed and helpless.” That’s the Bible’s description of the people gathered around Jesus. Harassed
and helpless. The gospel is telling us that the path to Jesus and his good news isn’t through ways we feel certain and secure,
but through our trouble and confusion. And since we’re always, somehow, troubled and confused, there’s always a road

open to Jesus. How about this as a vision of church: people who don’t have it all together, but who open up to Jesus where
they feel harassed and helpless.
So, we are the church gathered to Jesus. What if we took a moment and tried to be safe with each other and just
open up. Let’s talk about parents in the world today––what are some of the ways parents feel harassed and helpless? At
VBS I confessed that I never feel like I have enough patience with my kids. What about others? What about life in the
working world? How can our health or our age leave us feeling harassed and helpless?
(Here the sermon included some sharing by the congregation)
When you are feeling harassed and helpless, it can feel like somehow you’re failing at life. But it isn’t a sign of
failure. It’s a sign of being human. And Jesus has a heart for humans and the human condition because Jesus is human.
He’s the human that lives with the heart and being of God.
Which leads us to Jesus’ response to the troubled people around him. He doesn’t think what we sometimes do,
that we, or they, should be able to get life together. No, our text says he had compassion on them. His heart went out to
them. He felt some of their suffering, which is what compassion literally means––to suffer with.
What if, when Jesus looks at our world, at our lives, doesn’t respond fear or anger or disappointment as much as
heartbreak, which is a malady of great love. People you live with, the world we live in, can look so different if we see them
with a heart that can break for them.
For Father’s Day, columnist David Brooks wrote a piece called, “Why Fathers Leave Their Children.” It was
about how stable two-parent families are such a need in our culture. He talked about how, and here I quote: “Millions of
poor children and teenagers grow up without their biological father, and often when you ask them about it, you hear a
litany of male barbarism. You hear teens describe how their dad used to beat up their mom, how an absent father had five
kids with different women and abandoned them all.”
He says: “The children’s tales often reinforce the standard image we have of the deadbeat dad — the selfish cad
who spreads his seed and leaves generations of wreckage in his wake.” Like we’ve been saying, without our seeking it, we
can find ourselves in places where we’re harassed and helpless.
But listen to where he went next. He said:
Yet when you ask absent fathers themselves, you get a different picture. You meet guys who desperately
did not want to leave their children, who swear they have tried to be with them, who may feel unworthy
of fatherhood but who don’t want to be the missing dad their own father was. In truth, when fathers
abandon their own children, it’s not a momentary decision; it’s a long, tragic process.
Which is to say, at the bottom, it’s heartbreaking all around.
Which is why Jesus turned to his disciples and said, “The size of the harvest is bigger than you can imagine.”
Because, instead of judging people, indulging anger at people, or despairing over what the world is like, Jesus let his heart
break for people. When you just let your heart break for people, break for the world, even let your heart break for
yourself, you’re on your way to entering God’s mission to redeem the world’s brokenness.
In part of Matthew’s gospel Jesus sends out his disciples to be part of God’s mission in the world. Right Jesus sends
the disciples out, we hear that what God’s up to in the world isn’t motivated by anger or disappointment, fear or selfprotection. God’s mission isn’t motivated by desire to get people to shape up. God’s mission comes from God’s heart that
goes out to people in their struggles. We know this because Jesus looks at people and his heart goes out to them.
Which leads to a promise, a challenge, and an opportunity. The promise is that right now, whatever is going on in
your life, Jesus’ heart is out to you. Maybe you’ve been telling yourself that you should be able to get your life together.
That you should be able to keep your life together. But that’s only a path to feeling harassed, helpless, and guilty. Jesus
doesn’t look at you that way. His heart goes out to you because he is in it with you.
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This means you can be real with Jesus about your struggles. If you let Jesus into you heartbreak, you can take it
easier on yourself and start looking for how bring healing and wholeness you couldn’t manage on your own. Where we
feel helpless. Jesus is able help.
Which brings us to the challenge, and that has to do with the mission of the church. The first thing about the
church’s mission isn’t about what we do but heart we’re being given. A church that just wants to shape people up, or
proclaim truths that are callous to life’s ambiguities and struggles, or fix situations without living with people in the thick of
them, will not be able to walk in the way of Jesus. Because the first thing about Jesus is he has a heart for people as they
are, not just as they’re supposed to be. Which give us an opportunity.
The opportunity is, with a heart that breaks for others, we can see that people really are desperate for God’s good
news. The harvest today is as plentiful as Jesus said it was back then. The church today can talks about the world as hostile
to the gospel. But maybe the truth is, the world is less hostile to the gospel than it is desperate for the gospel. The gospel is
that, in Jesus, God came loving us not as the people we’re trying to be, or the people we think we’re supposed to be, but as
the people we really are, even harassed and helpless.
After Jesus told his followers to pray that God would send workers into the harvest, it turned out the ones doing
the praying were the answer to that prayer. If you’ve heard that Jesus’ heart is out to you, and if you’re ready to receive his
healing presence at the center of your life, then you are his perfect missionary. And part of his making you whole involves
his opening your heart to others and making you his compassion in the world.
The church is a people on a mission with God. And before the mission takes you anywhere or has you do
anything, it makes the world’s brokenness pass through the cracks and fissures of your own heart. For that is where you
find the love of Christ makes the world new. May it be so for Christ Church and for churches all over. Amen.
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