
COMPASSION, it is in us to live 
(Reflection by Rev. Peggy McDonagh, August 23 2020) 

Friends, I invite you to take a moment to reflect over this past week.  Think 
about what has happened in the city, in the world.  (Silence) Is there one 
image that stands out in your mind?  (Silence) 

For me, the image that comes to mind is the new mask-wearing 
emoji. Although essential, having to wear a mask is so unfortunate and 
complicated. Everything about life right now feels complicated, confusing, 
restless, and tumultuous. There is so much angst about what will happen in 
September when school begins, and more people return to work.  We have 
no choice but to live daily with what we like the least, the unknown.  Also, 
conflicts between people fueled by prejudice, hatred, intolerance, blame, 
and distrust continue.  I wonder how it is that a single human race can be 
so divided. People are feverishly racing toward each end of the spectrum–
growing injustice and divisiveness on one end and justice and compassion 
on the other.  Disharmony appears to be everywhere. 

Sitting on the swing at my mother’s place in July, I came to appreciate 
the harmony of nature that appeared to me to be so unlike everyday human 
life.  The seasons come and go, life and death occur, migration patterns 
persist, the pecking order is known, and the harmony is preserved.  While 
climate change and other natural forces disrupt this harmony, nature 
somehow finds its way back to its balance. Despite our efforts to destroy it, 
this earth will find a way to survive.  I am not so sure that this is true for 
humanity.  

I realize that this may sound somewhat morbid, but I suspect that 
many people grapple with similar thoughts.  Our worship theme this 
morning, "Spirit of Compassion," is timely and appropriate.   As the Dalai 
Lama suggests, compassion can be the healing force that can alter the 
direction of human history and enhance all humanity's well-being. 

It is interesting how the universe works.  This week many of the 
articles that appeared in my email from my online subscriptions focused on 
compassion. Perhaps the universe wants us to focus our energy on what 
will bring harmony and peace to the world, the “Spirit of Compassion.”  We 
must not let ourselves become insular and fearful regarding what is going 
on in the world but rather expand our vision and open our hearts. 

In an article entitled 'Cultivating Compassion, Freedom, Courage, and 
Gratitude in Tough Times,' Diane Butler Bass writes, “I wish I could wave a 
wand and the coronavirus would disappear; I would like our political and 
economic crises to likewise vanish.  But, that of course, is called 'magical 
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thinking.'  Instead, I want to center down this week, and cultivate 
compassion, freedom, courage, and gratitude.” 

We humans must center down and cultivate compassion. In his book 
Convictions, Marcus Borg writes that for him, what is most fundamentally 
crucial for the survival of humanity is “loving what God loves.  Survival will 
require participating in “God’s passion for a different sort of world – to live a 
life of justice and mercy.” What does God love?  God loves humanity.  How 
do we participate in God’s passion for a different sort of world?  We 
endeavor to live lives of justice and mercy through compassionate living.  
What is compassion?  Compassion is neighbor-directed love.  Living with a 
Spirit of Compassion enables us to nurture our spiritual well-being and feed 
the spiritual well-being of others.   

So, my friends, you are invited to cultivate compassion in your lives 
this week. Hear these words of encouragement by Diane Bass. She writes, 
“As a backyard gardener, I know that growing fruit is part grace and part 
hard work; part mystery and part practice.  But it does take focus. During 
the spring and summer, I must pay attention to the garden. Life centers on 
soil and vines: weeding, watering, fertilizing, shooing pests away, watching 
and waiting as fruit ripens. Like the garden, centering on God’s compassion 
takes focus, attention, and nurture.”   
   For the remainder of this reflection I will focus on and bring attention 
to compassion and share what I have recently learned about it.  Dacher 
Keltner is the Greater Good Science Center's founding director and a 
professor of psychology at the University of California.  His field of interest 
is human nature and neurological function. According to neurological 
studies, it has been found that compassion exists within us. I wondered, if 
this is the case why does there exist so much discord in the world? 

According to Keltner, age-old assumptions about human nature have 
been made based on humanity’s propensity for violence, power, and 
corruption, such as the assumption that humans are selfish, greedy, and 
destructive. Some religions have theologically rationalized and developed 
belief systems suggesting that people are fundamentally evil. Such belief 
systems claim that human emotions provoke sinful behavior and that some 
people are inherently evil based on their color, race, gender, and sexuality.  

Keltner suggests that "human communities are only as healthy as our 
conceptions of human nature.”  There is little wonder that our world is so 
unhealthy. It takes little imagination to see how these damaging 
assumptions about certain groups of people have provoked fear of the 
other and supported bigotry, hatred, and violence.  
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I suggest that these negative assumptions about human nature have 
been used to fuel many of humanity’s malicious actions. These actions 
have spurred many of the recent worldwide protests and "lives matter" 
movements. It is time for us to turn these harmful assumptions on their 
head.  In order to nurture communities with healthy, positive paradigms of 
human nature we must disrupt and dismantle negative assumptions just as 
Jesus did in his day, and just as Matthew Fox did in his book Original 
Blessing in which he re-interpreted the concept of original sin.   

In this modern world, neuroscientific studies provide us with new 
insights that can help us overturn these assumptions. They “argue 
persuasively for a different take on human nature," rejecting the ideology 
that humans are fundamentally selfish, sinful, and evil. Our behavior may 
be corrupt and wrong, but our human nature is not. 

In his article "The Compassionate Species," Keltner writes, "Charles 
Darwin was the beloved and engaged dad of a really rambunctious group 
of children.  When one of his daughters died at the age of 10, Darwin 
started to have these deep insights about the place of suffering and 
compassion in human experience." He wrote about these insights in his 
book The Descent of Man, arguing that sympathy is humanity’s strongest 
instinct, sometimes more powerful than self-interest. Unfortunately, 
evolutionary science forgot his insights because there appeared to be no 
evidence of an instinctual sympathy in a human race that showed itself to 
be so lacking in compassion. 

Over the years, extensive research of the brain supplemented with 
experiments has provided clear evidence that people have a compassion 
or sympathy instinct. The mind is wired for it, and it is believed that this 
instinct evolved as a result of the adult/child relationship. A relationship that 
required adults to protect the young who were dependent and vulnerable. 
Neuroscientists found that some regions of our brain are stimulated not 
only by our own pain but also by the pain, suffering, and vulnerability of 
others, indicating that humans have a tremendous capacity for 
compassionate.  

This research assures me that there is hope for humanity and for our 
world. I am not suggesting that acts of compassion are not changing lives, 
because they are, and they are in remarkable ways. But we need to be 
doing better. When people do not pay attention to and utilize their 
compassion instinct, they can lose their capacity to feel connected to the 
other, feel concerned for the other, and want to help the other. Daily we all 
need to pay attention to compassion, because it is in us to live and give.    
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In his ministry and life, Jesus showed how the compassion instinct 
works.  He taught and lived compassion, overturning assumptions about 
who deserved to be loved, who had control of God, who was clean and 
deserving, who was righteous.  His compassion instinct enabled him to 
align himself with the suffering of others.  

Jesus told parables such as the story of the Good Samaritan to help 
others understand what compassion (neighbor-directed love) looked like.  
He showed God’s love to those who suffered, who were ostracized, and 
neglected.  It was as if his own well-being was bound up in the welfare of 
the other. As Christians, we are called to follow this compassionate Jesus 
and to hear his commandment to make visible our love of God through the 
love we show our neighbor.  When we see God at work in Jesus's actions 
of love, we too must be doing God’s sacred work. Compassion is the way 
we honor the divine within ourselves and in others. 

When we pay attention to our compassion instinct, we are 
empowered to love. Our thoughts arise from hope, courage, and grace, 
rather than fear.  When we pay attention to our compassion instinct and let 
this healing energy flow naturally, our desire to harm, judge, hate, and 
criticize diminishes. We share the kind of love that sees the other person as 
a reflection of ourselves, a reflection of the divine.   

This and every week let us center down and focus on cultivating our 
compassion instinct. I leave you with some wisdom from the Dalai Lama, “I 
have found that the greatest degree of inner tranquility comes from the 
development of love and compassion. The more we care for the happiness 
of others, the greater is our own sense of well-being."  Amen.  
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