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Compassion fatigue

That is the term used to describe the reaction of many Americans

To what often seems to be the overwhelming needs 

Of others in their communities, nearby cities and in devastated areas in the world.

As I reflected on the statement in this week’s Gospel

“And Jesus had compassion for the crowds,”
I wondered about the things that had hit me this week

And had demanded my compassion.
There were all the typical things that happen in a week of ministry.

On Tuesday, a family in town, 

Whose mother was dying of cancer, requested me to visit.

A funeral on Friday with a family going through all the grief,

Typical in the death of a senior member of the family.
A call on Saturday from a young woman in the community

Whose live-in boyfriend had been abusing her,
And another call from a friend whose 20 something son is in chemotherapy.

And these were just the things that touched me directly.

Compounding these are all the things going on 
Outside my immediate local sphere.

There was the letter I received at home from the ELCA

About the humanitarian crisis in Pakistan

Where people are fleeing the battles

Between the Taliban and the Pakistani army.

There was the newspaper editorial from the doctor

Who had just returned from duty at an AIDs’ clinic in Africa,

A continent, where over 5500 people die daily from this disease.  

And then the news of suicide bomb attacks in Indonesia
In hotels where many from the international business community hang out.  

How can I be keep feeling and responding

To such overwhelming needs 

That span the globe from the back door of the church

To the reaches of Africa and Asia?  

Compassion Fatigue

I wonder how Jesus and the disciples felt

When confronted with the vast needs

Of the people who thronged to see them.

As our Gospel opens this morning,

The disciples are returning to Jesus for a little reinforcement

After weeks of being on the road healing and teaching. 

Jesus knows the value of the pause that refreshes,

And sends the disciples off to eat, rest and generally renew.

However, as they attempted to seek rest,

The word had traveled as to where they were going

And there were people already waiting for them

When they arrived at their retreat location.  
Jesus’ disciples were clearly exhausted,

Or Jesus would not have suggested the retreat,

And heaven knows how Jesus himself felt.
I wonder if the disciples turned away so they wouldn’t see the crowds,

Or muttered under their breath

About no rest for the weary.  

Did they suggest turning the boat around 

And looking for a different retreat site.

You can imagine them saying something like,

You know, the rabbis run a conference center

Over at Capernaum,

Maybe we should row the boat over to their place,

And ask for a spot to hide out for a while.

I’ll bet that if you are in one of the helping professions,
You can visualize the kind of mental and physical exhaustion 

That Jesus and the disciples probably faced.

Imagine that you have just helped a dozen students

Get ready for a math test the next morning.

Your briefcase is packed and you are about to head for the car,

Thinking about finally seeing your own kids,
When in straggles one of your weakest students

Who asks a question that indicates

He or she has no clue as to what has been going on in class.

How do you keep on going?

Or perhaps you are a nurse,

Nearing the end of your twelve hour shift.

You have tried give high quality care 

To all of your severely ill patients today.
You have given just about all you can give.

Then, just as you are thinking about your plans for the remainder of the evening,

An alert sounds which means that you will be working a few extra hours.

You’re not sure which is stronger the adrenaline or the fatigue.

Or visualize being an administrative assistant

Providing support to about a dozen people.

All day, one request after another comes in.

How do you add a graph in PowerPoint?

Can you make the Xerox machine work;

It is jammed!
Can you get me on a flight to Chicago?

I have to fly in the morning.

You are ready to head for home

And someone who delayed working on a presentation

Comes in asking for help in putting it together.

You don’t know whether to be angry or helpful.  

Yes, you know that you signed up for your particular line of work,

But some days, you feel as if you give and give,

Until there is nothing left to give.   

From the words in this morning’s Gospel

It sounds like Jesus and the disciples

May have come close to that same feeling.

Yet, even with people thronging the boat,

Mark records that Jesus felt compassion for the crowds,

And he went right to work teaching them.

Despite hunger and exhaustion,

Jesus felt the very human response of compassion

For fellow suffering human beings.   

At a later point in the Gospel

Jesus and the disciples again land somewhere along the banks of the Galilee

And the multitudes are again waiting for them.

The sick and the weary are on the shore,

Some carried there on mats by their loved ones,
Others stumbling in lame and blind

Asking for attention and healing.

Wherever Jesus goes there are people waiting for him,
Some so desperate that they want only to touch the fringe of his coat.

All who touch him are healed.  

In between these two boat incidents,
Jesus takes time out to equip the disciples to feed 5000 people

The disciples have reached the end of their ropes,

Both energy and compassion wise.

They are starting get resentful of the demands on their time.

They tell Jesus that they have had enough.

He should conclude his teaching

And send the people home to get dinner.

Jesus looks at them in amazement and tells them to feed the people

The disciples are in turn incredulous
Because they have no food, 

And no human bandwidth to take on such an enormous job.  
Jesus doesn’t do the job of feeding himself.

He blesses and multiplies the food,

But the disciples are strengthened to do the work of serving. 

Jesus never asks the disciples

To take on work 

That he himself is not willing to do.

Whenever Jesus asks the disciples to do something,

He is in there pitching.  

And how about you,

What is your reaction

When something is demanded of  you,

That you think you can’t possibly do.

That extra student needing help,

The extra half a nursing shift,

The help on the last minute presentation,

The family across the street that needs meals for a week,

The cancer patient who needs transportation for chemotherapy.  

Do you feel God calling you to dig deeper

Into your energy reserves and physical resources?

Do you feel overwhelmed

With all the problems around you?

Are you experiencing compassion fatigue?

Even if you can’t solve all the problems you encounter,

Are you willing to let God guide you

To tackle a small manageable number

Where you can have an impact?   

The disciples didn’t think they could feed 5000 people,
But with Jesus supporting them the food multiplied.

Here at CLC,

A benefit dinner in under two weeks seemed overwhelming,

But Jesus was in there pitching with us.

Vacation Bible in less than a month

Seemed like Mission Impossible,

But God equipped those whom God called.

The Methodist Church often wonders

Whether they will have the money, food and workers

To feed those who show up on Wednesday nights,

But somehow there is always enough food,

Workers materialize,

And when money seems short,

Somehow a donation comes in,

Or the local grocery store has a phenomenal sale.  

I wonder if you can even think of an instance

When God has called you to do something,

And failed to help you with the resources and energy?

It is easy to be overwhelmed with all of the needs around us,

And compassion fatigue is a real hazard,

Particularly for those who are in the helping professions,

Or those are regularly exposed to the needs of the world.

Yet God does not expect us to solve all of the world’s problems by ourselves

Before Jesus and the disciples had the second boat landing,

Jesus had gone off by himself to pray.

Praying infused him with his Father’s strength

And helped him to discern what he should do next.

Likewise, when we listen to God in prayer

God also helps us to discern

Where we can best have an impact.

God both helps us realize

The best ways for us to help

And provides us with the means to give that help.

Just as Jesus had compassion for the crowds,

God gives us compassion for those around us,
When we are open to God’s gift.

It is quite easy to withdraw with compassion fatigue,

But the power of God made human in Christ,

Will help us to overcome that fatigue

The beginning of compassion is immersing ourselves  

In the suffering of others.

When you open yourself up to the presence of Christ in you,

You become more concerned with the suffering of others

Than with your own burdens in meeting their needs.

In prayer you will learn what God expects of you.

God will call you and direct you.
God will also help you to find the energy and resources to serve.

Prayer through Jesus Christ is the means to fight compassion fatigue.
Amen
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