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What more can I say?  

This is a love song, a song of wonder at having fallen in love,

stumbling into it; 

it’s lovely and real. 

It comes from the musical Falsettos, written by William Finn; 

it won the Tony for best book and best original score in 1992, when it appeared on Broadway. 

Is the story of the love between Marvin, who sings the song Tim just sung,

and his lover, Whizzer. 

These two men, sharing the parenting of Marvin’s son, figuring out life, commitment, religion, 

and all the rest, are surprised to have found their hearts open to each other. 

In the musical, later in the day that Marvin sings this song,

Whizzer collapses – it is the mid 80’s, in the story,

and Whizzer is dying of AIDS – not even called that yet, or, only barely. 

When Whizzer dies, Marvin sings, “What Would I Do?” – would I do it again,

knowing that I would lose you?

Yes, he sings, he would do it again. For love is worth it. 

Falsettos wasn’t familiar to me, as a musical, before Tim told me about it,

but it is part of a cultural moment, 

in the late 80’s and early 90’s – 

Angels in America

Philadelphia

And the Band Played On

And the AIDS Quilt.  

There were hundreds – thousands – of others – 

musicals, songs, art pieces, protests, essays, novels . . . 

Cries in the wilderness, shouts from the mountain tops, 

songs of mourning and love and compassion,

demands for justice, 

art, art, saying, we are here.

We are here. 

See us.  

Oh, I wept at Philadelphia, but 

it was “And the Band Played On”

that reduced me to a ocean of sorrow,

and ignited a fire of rage.  

Have you seen And the Band Played On? 

It’s the true story of the early researchers, doctors, and activists

who realized what was happening,

and who tried to rally others to do something.

And they were met with silence. 

With derision.

With condemnation from so-called-religious so-called-leaders,

who said the disease was just punishment . . . 

But mostly, with silence . . . 

a president who refused to say the words

the newspaper of record who would not print the story

and silence led to death.

That was the saying of ACT UP, remember, some of you?

Silence = Death.  [ slide]

See us!  We are human.

We are your kin. 

See us!

Art broke the silence. 

Activists made lots of noise.  That was important. 

And the courage of Ryan White – remember Ryan White?

And Phil Donohue – remember him? 

As a young teenager at the time, I remember that episode.

I think we watched it in school. 

And folks who made jokes before that

mostly stopped.  

It took a straight, white child from the Midwest

to get people to see the humanity in the AIDS Pandemic. 

That was necessary, but unfortunate. 

It was art, though, that really broke it open. 

Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington in Philadelphia. 

When I hear Bruce Springsteen singing 

it’s just you and I my friend

a thousand miles

just to slip this skin

on the streets of Philadelphia

I still feel that . . . compassion.

And that anger. 

That sorrow and that fire. 

People died who did not need to.

They are dying still.  

They are dying still. 

I think there’s a sense among many that the AIDS Pandemic is over.

Miracle of science!  

Now, the disease, though still very dangerous, is manageable.  

Not quite. 

If you are reasonably wealthy, and you have access to health care, 

then, yes, HIV is manageable with regular medication use, 

and preventable, through a regular regime of PREP. 

And the message of safe sex, as well as the danger of needle sharing, 

is clear to many. 

Sure. 

But what if you don’t have access to public health centers for testing? 

What if you can’t afford regular medication? 

What if you live in a place where environmental pollution and other public health problems

make immune-compromising conditions particularly dangerous?

What if you experienced Adverse Childhood Experiences and so your immune system is challenged in other ways already?  

When World AIDS day was first observed, in 1988, on December 1st,

the focus was on children – like Ryan White and others – to build sympathy. 

Sympathy, pathos, makes us feel. It might make us open our wallets,

but it is unlikely to change the world. 

But it was a start.

Activists said, though, we don’t need sympathy. 

We need empathy – we don’t want you to pity us, 

we want you to see us.  

To know that we are human, and real, and that we matter.

We want compassion – real compassion – 

and then we want you to turn that empathy into something else: 

justice.  

Sympathy is “that’s too bad.” 

Empathy leads us to say “that’s wrong and should be fixed.” 

The difference between “that’s too bad” and “that’s wrong” is . . . everything. 

In that difference lies not just the seed of justice,

but the recognition of our common humanity and common vulnerability. 

The story of the fight against AIDS and HIV and other STD’s in the United States

is interwoven with the problem of racism and classism. 

When middle class white folks were at stake, a nation was rallied. 

People got to work.  

When the work became more intersection, when black and latino people,

when transgender people, 

when poor people,

when they were at stake, when questions of racial and economic justice were centered,

things got more complicated.  

A lot of folks walked away.

Onward to the next cause.  

That’s the way these stories often go.   [ slide ]

How far does compassion go? 

Who do we see as kin? 

Who does we see in ourselves?

How colorful – how beautiful – are the threads we weave together

into our quilts of love and justice?  

The first person I knew reasonably well with HIV was a man named Tapestry. 

He was black, gay, a dancer and actor living in New York City, and the friend of a friend in college.

He came to stay with us for a few months – 

here he was, on the campus of a liberal arts college in the middle of Eastern Washington,

a town of 25,000 people surrounded by wheat fields.

I remember him telling us that we were hopelessly provincial. 

This was 1996, and I lost touch with that friend, let alone with Tapestry,

and I don’t know if he made it or not.  

But I remember his laugh and his wit.

I know that Ray, a friend of my mom’s from church when I was a kid,

didn’t. 

He died in the early nineties – 

he had been connected to the effort of Unitarian Universalists in the Seattle area to set up the DeWolfe house,

a home for men with HIV/AIDS, established in the early 80’s, very early. 

A church, University Unitarian Church in Seattle, saw human beings, 

saw compassion where others saw fear,

and saw kin where too many saw strangers.

They named DeWolfe house for Mark DeWolfe, a Unitarian Universalist minister,

who died of AIDS in 1988. 

Mark was the first to come out as HIV positive in our ministry, 

and his congregation’s care for him as he died was among the finest examples of love

I know of. 

I didn’t know Mark, but I know colleagues who did,

and they speak of his love, his beautiful writing, and his deep compassion. 

And when we sing Sing Out Praises for the Journey,

which Mark wrote the words of, 

they cannot but weep. 

Pilgrims, we, who carry on, searchers in the souls deep yearnings.

Stand we now upon the threshold, facing futures yet unknown . .  

I have seen them, those who knew him,

when we sing this some of risk, of vulnerable hope,

this song of freedom,

I have seen them weep. 

Not just with sorrow, but with memory – with love for Mark,

and for all those lost. 

The poem by Patrick Donnolly, 

the poem of how the subject remembers

to reorder his anti-virals

by placing a postcard of the Passion of Jesus,

between the 3rd and 4th week, 

the postcard

of Jesus, a tear running down his cheek. 

You have to look closely. 

A tear.

Jesus wept.  

You’ve heard that phrase?

I’ve heard it said with sympathetic distance – that’s Jesus’ problem, not mine.

Right?

But I’ve also heard it said with empathetic closeness:

Jesus wept, and I weep, for we are bound together. 

I am not sure about God, and I have all kinds of quarrels with some of Jesus’ teachings,

but the compassion part:

that’s the part that gets you. 

Let the children come, don’t keep them away.

Let the leper come near, don’t keep him away.

The widow, come.

The tax collector.

The man suffering from delusions.

The sex-worker.

The adulterer. 

The non-believer. The centurion, even!

The man who has died, I will go to him.

Let them come.

There is room at the table of compassion for everyone.

Where love is, god is.  

Ubi Caritas, deus ibi est.  

Where love is, god is.

Where compassion is limitless, where we see one another as bound together,

woven together,

wanderers and wayfarers on the soul’s journey,

traveling wild roads, 

facing futures yet unknown, 

when compassion is limitless, 

then we might make it. 

Then we experience each other’s humanity – 

and our own. 

Jesus wept. 

My colleagues, reminded of Mark’s humanity and ministry, weep. 

Hearing that music – the streets of Philadelphia – I, sometimes, cry my own tears,

thinking of those I have known . . . 

We feel compassion in our bodies. 

We experience empathy in our affect, in our tears and in our hearts.

Sympathy is the work of the mind alone – 

but empathy, solidarity, justice, is embodied.

One reason that folks didn’t want to talk about HIV/AIDS was that it was so much about bodies.

About blood and sex and bone and muscle, 

about this, this body;

and some strains of western thought 

like to pretend we don’t have bodies. 

We’re just minds, minds are what is real. 

But what the HIV/AIDS crisis did was galvanize people to fight for bodies – 

to fight for both joy and safety in their bodies, in their loving and living. 

It is not lost on me, or any observer of wester power systems,

that the folks who are considered “embodied” are those with less social power:

GLBTQ people, women, people of color, the poor, indigenous people. 

Meanwhile, if you are white, male, middle class, what do you learn?

Don’t cry. 

Stiff upper lip. 

All that nonsense.  

Nonsense. 

Hard to unlearn, but still nonsense.

Compassion comes in weeping,

it comes with feeling,

it comes to tear ducts and goose bumps and heavy hearts,

it is expressed by holding hands, hugs, loving care for bodies,

it moves us – moves our bodies – to justice making, to art, to weaving and quilting

to dancing and rocking babies and caressing lovers.

Compassion moves us away from words

what more can we say, anyway?

and into the silence

the silence of company, of love, of presence.

Compassion takes of the masks, the illusions we tell ourselves

about how everything is fine, just as it should be,

nothing to see here,

and invites us to see each other and ourselves as we really are:

beautiful vulnerable human

his clothes were in tatters and his toes poked out of his boots

yet his eyes glittered and his laugh was thunderous . . . 

where there is love, there is god

ubi caritas deus ibi est 

On this World AIDS Day, and in this season of compassion and expectation,

my prayer for you, for me, for all of us,

is that we will be filled with the spirit of compassion.

May we remember that the work is not finished,

and that for everyone, our ability to experience each other 

as kin, human, sacred,

is central to our own humanity, and our own survival. 

May the spirit of compassion awake the spirit of justice and solidarity,

may public health clinics be everywhere and serve everyone,

may our concern and care for ourselves and each other

be enduring.

May our tears remind us of our vulnerability, and the power of love,

may our memories be blessings, 

and may our voices rise,

so that silence will not mean death. 

May the holy be enacted in our love,

and may love go everywhere.
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Compassion
Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
The words stung. 

They were meant to.

They were meant to leave a mark, and they did. 

Isabel had been firm, unyielding, and disinterested in yet another set of excuses

from Mark.

Mark maybe was her son.

Or her co-worker.

Or her boyfriend. 

One of those, and this is one of those stories where

we’re not going to worry about the details. 

Isabel had been tough with Mark. 

And he was frustrated, and he meant to make it known. 

So he said it loud:

“Why don’t you have more compassion!”

And it stung.  

Isabel took a step back, literally, moved back,

as if she’d been buffeted by blast of wind.  

She’d always thought of herself as a pretty compassionate person,

so when Mark accused her of lacking compassion,

it went right at her sense of identity.  

She steadied herself.

Took a breath.

Felt her heart racing.  

“Look, she said, I do have compassion for you.

But I can’t do what you want. 

It would go against what I believe in”

she said,

so I can’t.

Or maybe she said,

“I just don’t have the time.”

Or she said,

“I just can’t afford it.”

Or she said, 

“I’ve already made a promise about that day, and I can’t change my plans.” 

Or she said, 

“I’m so bored of your complaints, just be quiet.”

Or she said,

“I think you’re lying to me

and I won’t be a sucker anymore.” 

Or she said,

“I can’t stop using drugs for you.

Only you can do that for yourself.”

Or something along those lines.  

I bet each of those things sounded different to you, didn’t it?

Some of them made us feel sympathy to Isabel.

Empathetic, even – we’ve been there.

We’ve had to say that. 

Others of those made us feel less empathic. 

Like we thought maybe she could have been more compassionate, 

and Mark is right.  

What she says there might change how we feel,

but what’s important about this story is how Isabel felt.

She wondered, afterward, if Mark _was_ right.  

Am I as compassionate as I think I am?  

Being compassionate is a value for me, she thought,

but how am I doing?  

And not just with Mark.

But with everyone I meet.

Am I moving through the world with the kind of love and kindness that I want to?  

She started noticing. 

Noticing her reactions, how she held her face,

the words she said, how she looked at other people.

Clerks in the store.

Sales reps on the phone. 

Her family.

Her friends.

Strangers on the street.

Other drivers on the road. 

She would try to say, “let me hold them in compassion.”

And you know, noticing, it changed things a little.

She would say an extra kind word to someone, 

she made sure to say things like please and thank you,

those little bit of social grease that make the day better.

But on a deeper level, she wondered.  

Should compassion be more radical? 

Should it be more than politeness, 

become something more spiritual? 

And if that’s what she wanted to do, how would she do it?

So Isabel began a journey of compassion.

She read about it. 

Books, essays, and so forth.

She read poetry about it. 

She watched TED talks. 

She even joined a compassion practice group.

It met about once a month, and they would talk about compassion,

both in the abstract, and then in real life.  

How did they show it?

What were the challenges?  

And the group was good. 

One of the things that came up over and over again in the group,

that really resonated with Isabel’s experience,

was that compassion was hardest when you weren’t sure what compassion called for,

or when compassion for one person conflicted with compassion for another, 

or when compassion and your own need for security, integrity, and safety

would come into conflict.  

Should I give away everything I own?

Well, some of the scriptures said so.

But what about my child? How will they be okay?  

Should I invite strangers into my life? 

What if something goes badly? 

Not everyone is trustworthy. What consequences am I not willing to bear? 

And, one of the sticky questions:

what’s the line between compassion and enabling?  

Does compassion run every which way,

or is it one-way?  

They talked about this in the group. 

Everyone struggled with it. 

One of the things she really liked about the group

was, of course, how they treated each other in it. 

Everyone was so nice!

No surprise.

They did all the things – hold open the door,

make space in the conversation,

listen with heart, without moving to advice unless asked for, 

they noticed how folks were doing and showing up in the affect.

They were nice to folks who were new, 

and they didn’t judge if you missed a meeting here and there. 

It was lovely. 

Let us love, and they did. 

It was a picture of what it might look like if compassion 

was more frequent, and more widely shared.

It wasn’t one-way, but everyone in the group, was compassionate 

almost all the time. 

And when someone wasn’t, the example of the others

helped pull them back into covenant.  

Isabel noticed how important this was:

how the norms of compassion really set the tone for how people acted.

She could tell, when she went somewhere:

a school, a doctor’s office, a store – 

was this a place with compassion, where everyone was kind with each other,

or is this a place of aggression, of competition, of frazzled tempers? 

Isabel thought about this a lot:

about norms, about expectations. 

Do we expect compassion, and do we all act with it?

In our congregation, in our school, in our city?

In our nation? 

Or have we given up on that sense of community, 

and it’s all now just nasty brutish and short?

We become what we expect.

Let us love, and you will. 

If we think compassion and decency are quaint virtues,

if we think they are qualities of the weak and naïve,

if we discount such things as irrelevant,

then that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Isabell worries that we’ve reached a tipping point

as a nation, when compassion has become so devalued

that getting it back might be so hard.

But in other circles – in her compassion practice group,

and it certain spaces,

it feels like compassion, all for everyone, is still alive. 

She notices.

But she wants more.

She still think’s about Mark’s comment, 

and wonders: how can compassion be more real?

In me and in the world?     

So she books a plane ticket and flies.

Gets off the plane in Paris, 

and finds her way to the trains.

Through wine country, and rolling hills, 

and small villages. 

She takes a cab from the depot to the monastery:

plum village. 

Where the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hahn

has lived and taught since the 1970’s, 

when, during the Vietnam War, 

he was exiled from his home country.  

She checked in when she arrived, 

and noticed, right away, as she walked around, 

the way that compassion and loving kindness was just embodied 

into the place. 

Everyone was kind and generous. 

There was no rush.

Nobody cut in line for food, which was served with love.

She signed up for her shift to help make and clean up the meals.  

She went to the dharma talk.

This story, which is unmoored from such notions as a timeline, 

nonetheless,

takes place some number of years ago,

when Thuy, as he is known. 

was still regularly teaching at Plum Village. 

And he began to talk about compassion. 

So much of what he said resonated with Isabel. 

He talked about what it meant to have compassion for other people. 

He invited folks to enter into a meditation,

to imagine someone who needs compassion.

And this was easy for Isabel to do. 

She thought of an old man she’d seen on the train,

labored in his breathing, 

and send him compassion in her heart. 

She thought too of a young family,

and a wailing child,

and she send compassion to that child

and their parents. 

When Thuy talked about how meditation on compassion 

about these people makes us act with compassion,

Isabel nodded – that was her experience, too. 

She knew this to be true. 

And when Thuy then talked about having compassion

for people you find difficult, Isabel thought 

of one of her co-workers who just rubbed her the wrong way.

They weren’t mean, they just didn’t click.

They cared about different things. 

But she could hold that co-worker with compassion,

it wasn’t hard. 

We don’t have to be friends for me to have compassion for you.  

To hold you in compassion.

And it won’t make us friends.

But it will make both of us have better experiences in our day. 

But then Thuy started talking about having compassion for folks who hurt us. 

Who act out of to their own pain.

And Isabel started with agreement – 

yes, having compassion for people who are hard to love,

understanding where they are coming from – 

this is good. This is good.

But then Mark popped into her mind. 

And as Thuy invited them to meditation,

she went all the way back to the beginning –

and the way that Mark’s demand:

you need to have more compassion!

didn’t feel like a request for connection,

it felt like manipulation.

Like a threat. 

She fidgeted. 

She started getting warm,

and quietly, so as not to disturb the hundreds of other students,

she slipped out of the hall,

and went outside. 

She paced. 

Compassion is lovely, she thought.

But aren’t there limits? 

Compassion can’t be something that I just give and give

and others just take and take. 

She paced.

The class let out. 

She watched the people go, serene as they were,

and her frustration rose.

Don’t they struggle like I do? She thought. 

She paced. 

And then, a small Vietnamese monk sidled up next to her. 

Hello, my friend, Thuy said.

Isabel just about fainted. 

Hello, she finally was able to say. 

I did not mean to surprise you, Thuy replied. 

But I noticed that you had to leave in that moment,

and I wondered what was troubling your heart.

Perhaps we can walk a little and you can tell me? 

And Isabel fought the temptation to say “it’s nothing.” 

She’d be practicing compassion for many years now,

and she knew that if someone asked you what was on your heart,

that it was okay to say. 

So she said, 

having compassion for someone who hurt me is hard. 

It feels like if I do that, then he’ll just take advantage of me. 

It feels to me, Isabel said, that the kind of compassion you are talking about

involves me putting down my boundaries. 

And, she said, you live here in this beautiful monastery. 

And everyone here is compassionate to everyone else.

But in the country I live in, 

not everyone is nice. 

And I’m a woman, and when I speak up for myself,

Isabel said, when I set boundaries,

men say, “you’re not very nice.” Or worse.

And it feels like in that context – 

in that context, which is not your context,

compassion can be weaponized by those who wish us to do whatever they want. 

Instead of being this beautiful thing, 

where we see each other’s pain and longing and love,

and show loving kindness, 

instead of that, 

it feels like . . .  

like a hook in my jaw, and I’m the fish on the line. 

And Isabel stopped there, and wondered if she had said too much. 

And Thuy smiled, and said, oh, yes. 

You are not the first to wonder this. 

You are not alone in this.  

And he said, 

How could anyone ever tell you 

you were anything less than worthy? 

And Thuy asked, in your years of studying and practicing compassion,

what have you noticed? 

Isabel felt silly, telling this great teacher what she learned, 

but he prodded. 

“I’ve learned,” she said,

that compassion is first of all about noticing. 

Notice the people around you.

Notice their faces, their affect, their words. 

Notice how they respond.  

Compassion, she said, is first about noticing.  

And she said, I’ve also noticed that compassion makes this more world beautiful.

When a group is compassionate, it is slower, more attentive,

more kind. 

There are group norms that keep it compassionate. 

Compassion, she said, is second, stronger when it is shared. 

And she said, I’ve noticed that compassion involves real curiosity. 

When you asked “what is on your heart?”

I felt your curiosity – not gossip, but genuine interest in me. 

That felt like compassion. 

It was genuine. It was real. 

And Thuy breathed in and out. 

And he said, aha. 

Compassion is noticing the other person, 

and also noticing yourself, can we add that? 

okay. 

And compassion is stronger when it is something we all do?

yes. 

And compassion is about being real and genuine and curious?

right. 

Hmm.  Do you think it is possible

to notice other people, 

to seek out mutuality in compassion, 

and to be genuine – 

do you think it is possible to do all those things – 

without saying yes to every request that comes to you? 

Hmm.  

Maybe, Thuy said, maybe, 

compassion is to say, 

I notice you, 

I wish you well,

and the only way I can be genuine 

is to say “though I care for you,

I cannot do what you wish,

for it is not compassionate to me, or you, or the world,

for me to do so.

You see, he said, there is no self, we are all connected.

So if you do something that violates your heart,

that doesn’t just hurt you, 

that hurts everyone’s heart. 

So compassion is to care for your heart too. 

Isabel breathed out. 

Let us love. 

Now, they kept talking. 

They walked and talked.

They talked more about the illusion of self,

and about imperfection.

They talked about meditation a lot, 

and they talked about forgiveness. 

Eventually a few other students walked along with him, 

and then, after he went to rest,

they kept talking. 

Slowly. 

They noticed each other, and how these things feel in the body. 

They supported each other.

They were real, too – no false talk, no bragging.  

Some of those conversations are stories for another day,

sermons for another Sunday. 

This story has gone on long enough! 

And it doesn’t have a neat and tidy ending;

Isabel went home,

and she kept trying. 

Some days were easier than others. 

When folks demanded on her, when they tried to take advantage,

she would say, 

I notice you. 

I will treat you with respect, but please treat me with respect too. 

And she would say, “what is really going on with your heart right now?”

And sometimes those conversations wouldn’t go anywhere,

and she’d just walk away. 

To stay wasn’t compassion for anyone. 

But other times, a door would open.

And beyond it, there was something better. 

Something that felt like love. 

That’s what there is, after all. 

Trying to let compassion and love be our guide,

and let the rest,

all the rest, 

fall away. 
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