World Vision Australia — Our Christian Identity World Vision
Statement 2 — Exercising the compassion of Christ

The exercise of compassion is an essential outworking of the

identity of World Vision Australia (WVA) as a Christian organisation. It is shown most clearly
in our relief work around the world. As we seek to respond to the many disasters that befall
our world, we do so motivated by the unconditional love and compassion of Christ.

Compassion at the heart of God

Throughout the Bible, we find that compassion lies at the very core of the character of God.
God is consistently described as loving, merciful, and compassionate. And throughout both
the Old and New Testaments, we are commanded to imitate God’s compassion for others.
The prophet Micah tells us that God requires us to love mercy." Similarly, Zechariah reminds
us that God wants us to show mercy and compassion to one another?. In the gospels, 'mercy'
is one of the important matters of the law neglected by the teachers of the law and the
Pharisees®; and Paul’s letter to the Romans tells us to be cheerful in showing mercy.*

Compassion as knowing God

The call in the Bible to embody the compassion of God is so strong that it is equated with
knowing God. Many Christians talk about having a personal relationship with God. This
relationship provides meaning, purpose and joy to those who enter into it. It is accessible
here and now and is not simply about ‘going to heaven when we die.’

The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah spoke about what it means to know God. Jeremiah
praised the good king Josiah, declaring, “[Josiah] did what was right and just, so all went well
with him. He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all went well.” Jeremiah
continues to speak the Word of the Lord, asking, “Is that not what it means to know me?”®

Salvation is for service. We are called to live out the compassion that Jesus showed
throughout His ministry on Earth, and that He has also shown to us. Our service is
empowered by the Spirit and has everything to do with joining with Him to renew the world.
This is the foundation of the ministry of WVA.

To know God, according to the Bible, is to defend the cause of the poor and needy. It is to
live out — to embody — the life of Jesus Christ, in whom the fullness of God was pleased to
dwell.°

Compassion as part of the identity of WVA

The Christian Gospel is foundational to who we are as a Christian organisation. It permeates
and forms our identity, and is manifested in our works of compassion. The gospels are full of
Jesus expressing compassion for the outcast, the poor, the sick, and the oppressed. His
compassion was unconditional, it was complete and it reflected the very nature of God. We
see our role as seeking to be Christlike in our compassion for those who suffer.
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The suffering of God

Rev. John Smith points out that compassion is the sometimes fatal capacity for feeling what
it is like to live in someone else’s skin.” We see this played out in the story of Jesus feeding
the 5,000 in Mark’s Gospel.? In denoting Jesus’ compassion for the crowds before He feeds
them, the Greek verb indicates that He was ‘moved in His innermost being or entrails’, such
was His ache for them. Compassion moves God to action, and it moves us likewise.

The principal way in which God shows His compassion for the world is by entering into it in
the form of Jesus, who suffered and died for us. The compassion of God is seen in the
suffering of Christ. God came and identified with our affliction. This is not a God who stands
far-off, apathetic to the concerns of a world He has long abandoned. This is instead a God
who enters in, who identifies and takes the burdens of the world on Himself. As Dietrich
Bonhoeffer said, God is not a God who rules from above, but who carries from below.” We
are called to follow in the footsteps of this God. As Jesus has said, “as the Father has sent
me, so | send you."10

Our response to this suffering God therefore is to share that pain with those who suffer. In
response to the perennial question of where God is in the suffering of the world, we see God
in the response to such suffering. This is our calling as a Christian aid and development
organisation — to respond with compassion and without regard for the background of those
who suffer. As the world undergoes a range of disasters ranging from floods, to drought, to
earthquakes, we are determined to respond in the most compassionate manner possible. As
we embrace the suffering of others in the name of Christ, we see the face of Christ in those
who suffer.

While we may never know why suffering occurs in this world, what we do know is that the
character of God is such that God also suffers over the brokenness that exists in the world.
The founder of World Vision, Bob Pierce, prayed “let my heart be broken by the things that
break the heart of God.” Our response to suffering in the world is borne out of our response
to the suffering of God, to that which breaks the heart of God.

Inspired by the example of the Christian movement

We are also inspired and encouraged by the response of followers of Christ throughout
history. From the very first days of the fledgling Christian movement in the 1* century,
through to the work of various aid and development agencies in the 21* century, it has been
Christians who have been motivated by the compassion of Christ to respond as He did. The
sociologist Rodney Stark explains that the primary reason for the explosion of growth of
Christianity in the 1* century was because of their compassion for those whom society
rejected.™

We see this compassion played out in the book of Acts where we are told that the early
believers organised themselves to ensure that widows were not being neglected in the daily
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distribution of food.*” From these humble beginnings 2000 years ago, we now have the
situation whereby many of the world’s largest aid and development agencies have Christian
roots, inspired by the compassion of Jesus Christ.

This living out of the suffering compassion of Christ actually expresses our worship of Christ.
As Pope John Paul Il wrote, Jesus is the Redeemer in whose human being the suffering of
God is revealed. And so the pain of God found full human expression in the crucified Christ.™
God relates to us in our pain. And, as we are to be imitators of Christ, we can relate to others
in their pain, weeping with those who weep and mourning with those who mourn.*

Compassion as sacrifice

Compassion also involves sacrifice. The situations in which we work are often imbued with
conflict of the most dangerous kind. If God has entered into our suffering in the humanity of
Jesus, the least we can do is to follow in those footsteps. This is in fact what our worship of
God entails. St Paul wrote to the Romans that their worship involved presenting themselves
as a living sacrifice. He was writing to a church under persecution, a community who knew
what it was to suffer. His advice to them in the midst of this was to let their love be genuine,
to contribute to the needs of the saints and extend hospitality to strangers.” This was to
define who they are in Christ. Theologian Karl Barth adds,

“No praise of God is serious, or can be taken seriously, if it is apart from or in
addition to the commandment: “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself”. Praise of
God must always be understood as obedience to this commandment.”*®

For Jesus and Paul, loving our neighbour inevitably involved sacrifice. Paul in fact continues
his theme of the compassion of Christ throughout his letters,"’ particularly with regards to
the plight of the poor.'® Richard Rohr takes this point further by saying,

“God fills in the gaps of human deficiency by a great act of mercy and compassion,
and the word for that great act for St. Paul is “Christ.” For him Christ is the name for
God’s great compassion, God’s great plan, God’s readiness to fill in the gaps of
human sin, brokenness, poverty, and failure.”*’

In the New Testament, worship and service go together. Love of neighbour is what true
religion entails, as the letter of James tells us.?’ And for those in Jesus’ time who wanted to
legalistically question the definition of neighbour, He told the most famous parable of all,
that of the Good Samaritan.”
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Compassion as our first response

The parable of the Good Samaritan shows that compassion is always Jesus’ first response to
people in need. There are those who would think of some people in poverty as ‘undeserving’
and would therefore classify people into the ‘deserving’ poor and the ‘undeserving’ poor.
This is a not-so-subtle way of implying that we have no responsibility to assist those who are
‘undeserving’, as they are seen to have brought their situation on themselves. This attitude
is radically counter to the approach of Jesus, who never condemned those who experienced
suffering, and who certainly didn’t take into account the circumstances that brought about
their suffering. Jesus made this clear when he explained that the eighteen who died when
the tower in Siloam fell on them were no more guilty of any sin than all the others living in
Jerusalem®. It is only within this context that He warns His hearers to repent or they will
also perish. If we are to model Jesus, compassion is to always be our first response. It is not
our place to ask questions of the morality or otherwise of those to whom we are called to
love. As Bevis says, “in a theology of development, no matter the circumstances, the poor
will always sit at the table, and the meal will be life-giving for us all.”*

Part of the ethos of World Vision Australia is that we respond to people without regard to
race, religion or gender. Just as Jesus treated women as equals in a day when women were
regarded as second-class citizens®*, we also treat female and male as equal. Just as Jesus ate
and drank with outcasts and the poor in a day when to be poor was an unmistakeable sign of
God’s displeasure, we likewise seek to show compassion for the poor because God does.
And just as Jesus showed a special regard for children in a day when children were not
regarded as important, so we, as a Christian child-focused organisation, seek to show a
special regard for children in their suffering.

The compassion of Christ reveals to us that it is incumbent on us to show the same
unconditional love to those with whom we work. Our attempts to alleviate poverty in the
world are performed purely out of love of God and neighbour. We love because He first
loved us.”®> Our work is not done out of any ulterior motive of proselytising. Actions such as
this arise out of insincerity and would therefore produce a disingenuous response from the
people with whom we work. This would go against the very transformation we are seeking.

Compassion as holistic

We also recognise our works of compassion as central gospel issues. They are not optional
‘add-ons’ to the ‘real’ work of evangelism. Jesus lived a holistic life, healing people in every
way. His acts of healing were not purely physical and they were not purely spiritual. They
were not even both of these together. They were both of these and more. They also
included social healing and the healing of one's identity. Jayakumar Christian refers to the
'marred identity' of the poor: "God goes beyond issues of justice and dignity to deal with the
underlying marring of identity inherent in injustice and disempowerment."?®
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Our work of compassion involves healing the marred identity of the poor. The compassion of
Christ touches every part of us. And in calling us to follow Him, we do our best to ensure that
the compassion we show is also holistic. Our work is not only to deal with people’s physical
needs, but to heal their marred identity, to show them they are people of worth in the eyes
of a compassionate God. This enables them to,

"lift up their heads and hold them high, to recognise their own dignity, to begin to
see themselves in a new light. After their encounter with Jesus, they are
transformed into people who know themselves to be God's children."*’

Compassion as proactive and responsive

Just as suffering comes in many forms, so compassion is also seen in different types of
responses. In the occurrence of a natural disaster for instance, our first response is to the
immediate survival needs of the people affected. Following this we may need to alleviate
physical illness that may arise out of a lack of clean water and adequate sanitation. There is
also the severe psychological and spiritual trauma that people in such situations suffer.?®
Such responses require us to be not only responsive, but also proactive. Just as Jesus did in
the feeding of the four thousand®, our work seeks to meet the real needs of people in their
suffering which may not otherwise be seen.

Service and humility

Compassion is also about service and humility. God came among us as one who serves. This
servant-leadership of Jesus was shown from the very beginning of His ministry. When He
called His disciples, Jesus made Himself vulnerable by asking them to help Him in His
ministry. This is where our work of compassion is linked to our development activities of
working with God to renew the world. We have both the privilege and responsibility of
participating in the work of God through the alleviation of poverty in acts of compassion and
relief of suffering. Any act of compassion we undertake must be done in the spirit of
servanthood and humility. We do not come thinking we have the answers. We come to
respond, to learn and to partner with our brothers and sisters in their suffering. Boff reminds
us that, “in every culture there will be buds, shoots of the reign, sacraments of grace, signs
of the presence of the Word, and accents of the activity of the Spirit.”*°

Jesus’ approach to discipleship shows people dignity and power. He takes no account of the
status or skills of those He calls. He accepts people as they are, with all their baggage, and
bids them come and follow on the path of compassion with Him. Jesus is the initiator of
what we do in serving the poor. This example inspires us to view our work with the poor as a
partnership. Bevis reminds us that

“we should learn from the servant nature of Christ to encourage those who are poor
to take the lead in determining what shape our covenant of development takes”*'
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Conclusion

It is the love of God in Jesus Christ that is our ultimate motivation for the acts of compassion
in which we engage. The Book of Acts tells us that Jesus “went about doing good”** He was
known as a “friend of sinners”>*> who freely associated with the poorest of the poor. All
people are made in the image of God, with full dignity and inherent rights to be treated as
such. In carrying out this work we are participating with God in the bringing in of the
kingdom of God. And we are encouraged that all our acts of compassion, kindness and relief
matter.>*

To the mystery of what God does about the suffering in the world, we can say that God has
shown the utmost compassion in acting decisively in the life, death and resurrection of
Jesus. And as the Father has sent Him, so He sends us.>> At WVA, our works of compassion
are seen in our response to situations such as earthquakes, floods, and famine. To find out
more about our relief work, and to see how you can participate in bringing the compassion
of Christ to our suffering world, click here. Empowered by His Spirit, we do our utmost to
follow in His footsteps.
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