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Pastor’s Notes:  True Compassion                                            April 3, 2022 

False compassion is bad. But so is angry truth. The Hebrew word for mercy, compassion, kindness, and even love, is hesed. The 
Hebrew word is so loaded with meaning that it is hard to translate accurately, and so in some places in Scripture you will find it 
translated as love, in another place you will find it translated as kindness, mercy, or compassion. But they all stem from the same 
Hebrew idea that expresses the heart of God, which is all those things combined. The Catholic Church in our day is accused often of 
not having enough compassion, especially to those who find themselves in irregular situations of a moral sort, such as divorced and 
remarried, same-sex-attracted, or living alternative lifestyles or identities that go contrary to our anthropological doctrine. There are 
also many, even within the Church, who want to de-emphasize the truth statements that spring forth from the propositions of faith in 
order to encounter people with compassion, in an attempt to truly love them as God loves them. However, the virtuous path stands in 
the middle between two extremes. We cannot abandon the notion that comes from our Savior’s mouth that the truth will set us free. It 
is true: many who hear the truth statements proposed by the Catholic faith feel offended, rejected, or ostracized by these statements. 
But simply feeling this way does not make those statements any less true. There is the old saying: the truth hurts. We as human 
beings, suffering from the effects of original sin, are broken and do not always perceive the world rightly and have a darkened 
intellect and a weakened will. Some desires come forth from our hearts that are not worthy of acting upon. But saying the truth hurts 
does not excuse us from compassion for the one hurting. 

In our holding to the truth, we must remember that there is a right way to hold the truth, and there is a wrong way to hold the truth. 
The heart of the Gospel is Jesus’ compassion, but His compassion was intimately caught up with the truth about the person. For 
instance, Jesus had compassion for the Samaritan woman at the well. But that compassion was not an acceptance and accommodation 
of her sinful status, but rather an invitation to conversion and repentance and hope that the God she had encountered could overcome 
her brokenness, and that she had a path to freedom from her sinful ways through following Him. The truth will set us free, but the 
truth without compassion is a deterrent to engaging that freedom. We must acknowledge that truth without love is worthless. St. Paul 
reminds us in 1 Corinthians 13:  “...if I have the gift of prophecy and comprehend all mysteries and all knowledge; if I have all faith so 
as to move mountains but do not have love, I am nothing.” But St. Paul is also equally adamant that even as love is patient and kind 
and not arrogant or rude, love also rejoices in the truth (1 Corinthians 13:6). 

This brings me to the topic of Christian compassion. Truth without love is nothing. But the converse is also true. Love without truth is 
empty. At the Basilica, we are decidedly orthodox in our presentation of the Catholic faith. Some would call this “conservative” in the 
political sphere. Other parishes emphasize “inclusivity” and “welcoming” and are considered “liberal” in the political terminology 
commonly used. But both have to keep in mind that neither “conservative” nor “liberal” exhausts the entirety of the Gospel message. 
The so-called “conservative” must learn compassion, whereas the so-called “liberal” must learn to subordinate emotions to objective 
truth. While we may resonate with the truths of the Catholic faith and rejoice in them, there are many who find them difficult. We 
must have compassion for them, just as Jesus did. How many times in the Gospels does it mention that Jesus looked upon sinners and 
had pity or compassion upon them. The culture wars are firing up once again. Even within the Church, essential truth statements are 
being assailed and challenged, mostly from emotional arguments. But we must be cautious about dismissing them quickly without 
compassion. There is a right way to engage the arguments of our day. And this right way must include compassion to be authentically 
Christian. The argument made against those who are orthodox, conservative, and traditional is that we are cold and unfeeling. We 
must confront this tendency in ourselves as a true indictment of our failure to live the Christian ideal in many instances. But it should 
not serve as a capitulation to the age and to the tyranny of emotional arguments, which are as fickle as the emotions themselves. We 
have a lot to learn from Jesus our Master and Chief Shepherd of our souls. He was able to be compassionate in the truth, as with the 
Samaritan woman. He spoke to her heart, even as He revealed the truth of her life situation that was at odds with her dignity.   

I recall the example of John 6, where Jesus very passionately declared Himself the Bread of Life. If you follow that story to its 
conclusion, many people walked away from Him because they could not accept this truth. He was compassionate and accompanied 
them as far as they wished to go, but He did not force them to stay against their free will. He also did not compromise the truth 
simply because of a sense of abandonment or lack of popularity. In this instance, Jesus exemplified the faithful father in one of his own 
parables. In the parable of the Prodigal Son (which, in my opinion, is falsely titled), the main protagonist of the story is, in fact, the 
faithful father. Notice how in that parable the son is clearly the one in the wrong. He wrongs his father and lives a lifestyle beneath his 
dignity that became his undoing. It was only when he crawled back to the father to acknowledge the truth of his situation that the 
father had compassion on him and welcomed him home in his love for the sinner who had returned. The father faithfully stood his 
ground while having compassion on his wayward son. This is what true love looks like. The faithful father wept over his absent son. 
If we were to imagine ourselves talking with the father, we could not imagine him disparaging his son, making fun of him, or using 
slur words or insults against him. We can’t imagine the faithful father giving up hope or simply writing him off. But neither can we 
imagine the faithful father claiming that his son was probably better off where he is, or accommodating and thinking, “Good, he’s 
eating from pigsties and squandering a hard-won inheritance!” It is far from the imagination that the faithful father was condoning or 
accommodating of his son’s debauchery. The son had to come back to his father’s house on his father’s terms, not making demands or 
insisting that his father’s way had to change. This is true Christian compassion for the sinner. Thus, when the Catechism tells us that 
the person who experiences same-sex attraction should not be the subject of unjust discrimination, it means we have to have the same 
compassion in our heart that the faithful father had for the prodigal son. For sure, we must exclude from our discourse all ridicule, 
slander, insults, and disparagement towards people who bear this heavy cross. But at the same time, we must faithfully stand in the 
father’s house without accommodating the waywardness of the prodigal son. If Sts. Peter and Paul is to be faithful to her mission of 
proclaiming Jesus Christ the font of all Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, and to be a light set on a hill and the salt of the earth, we must 
cultivate within ourselves not only a love for the truth, but love, compassion, kindness, and mercy for those ensnared in falsehood, 
sin, and the brokenness of the world.  


