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“SYMPATHY” 

Surely one of the most poignant verses in all the Bible is our text for today, Job’s plaint: “Have 
mercy upon me, have pity upon me, 0 ye my friends; for the hand of God hath touched me” (Job 
19:21). Here is Job, a righteous man, a good man, suffering all kinds of terrible afflictions; and 
here are his friends giving him cold comfort when he is reaching out for sympathy and 
understanding. No wonder his misery comes out in his anguished cry, “Have pity on me, have 
pity on me!” “Why do you persecute me as God, and are not satisfied with my flesh?” 

Why, indeed, is Job comfortless? Why are his friends notorious as Job’s comforters, those who 
give not comfort, but judgement? It is not that they are cold or indifferent. They came to Job 
when they heard of his affliction; they wept and rent their garments when they saw his dreadful 
state; and then they sat with him in silence for seven days and seven nights, and as the text goes, 
“none spake a word unto him; for they saw that his grief was very great.” 

This is hardly the action of unfeeling friends. And, incidentally, when a friend’s grief is very 
great, sometimes the best thing we can do is to sit in silence with him, to show support. Job’s 
friends showed support, but then they tried to understand his afflictions and they tried to help Job 
to understand his afflictions, too — and, of course, they came right up against the old Jewish 
dogma: all suffering is the result of sin. 

Thus their procedure of comforting was to try to see what Job must have done to incur such 
misery. Somehow, somewhere Job must have sinned, and sinned dreadfully, to suffer so. And so 
the book develops, the friends one by one saying in effect, “Job, you must have sinned — you 
must repent,” and Job proclaiming, maintaining his innocence. Job is even willing to take his 
case to court — to challenge God himself to show where he has sinned, to maintain his 
innocence. Of course, this itself borders on the presumptuous sin of questioning God - - and this 
is when the Lord answers Job from the whirlwind, and asks him where he was when he, God, set 
the world in order. And Job, then covers his mouth with his hand and realizes he has gone too 
far. 

There is so much in this marvelous story of Job. It is clearly raising a question about the old 
dogma — that suffering is the result of sin. Job is introduced as a righteous man, yet he is 
afflicted. The dogma is challenged. But there is some evidence to show that Job may not be 
absolutely guiltless. And this is pretty good dogma. Sin results in suffering. 
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And if it is the case that some suffering cannot be accounted for this way, I am sure we’d agree 
that if we could eliminate all the suffering caused by human sin, whatever was left wouldn’t be 
so much to worry about. 

I don’t propose to argue this dogma, however. I don’t think it accounts for all suffering; it is clear 
Jesus didn’t think so either, if we consider the story in John of the man born blind. Remember 
the question? It was, “Who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born blind?” And Jesus’ 
answer, “Neither sinned, neither this man nor his parents: but that the works of God should be 
manifest in him”. Jesus’ concern was not to account for suffering but to do something about it. 

The real problem is not so much accounting for suffering. The real problem is doing something 
about it. An oriental teaching says when one is struck by an arrow, it is not necessary to learn 
who shot it, or from what direction, etc. It is necessary to pull it out. We can ponder why there is 
evil and suffering in the world. And we can find many answers. Human sin caused by human 
freedom accounts for much. Free moral choice can be misused to choose the evil side. Suffering 
comes from that. Then, too, life is a process of growth and growing can be painful. We begin life 
in ignorance, weakness, and have to grow with some pain to maturity. We are given an 
unfinished world and must struggle to make it better. Moreover, the world is run by law. There 
are laws of nature, and sometimes we try to break them, and break ourselves against them 
instead. Suffering comes from that. Finally, our lives are intermeshed. We don’t exist like bottles 
set in the rain - we flow into one another. Our actions mutually affect each other. We are 
members one of another. We do suffer because of the sins of others — and innocently. 

All of these factors help account for suffering — and the interesting thing is, we probably 
wouldn’t want to change any one of then, if we could. Moral freedom can be misused, cause evil, 
but it is the glory of man. Growth can be painful, but it is the only way to mastery and 
achievement. We couldn’t live in a world without law abidingness. And if we suffer from the 
sins of others, we benefit from the good that good people do as well. 

But again, the real problem is not — how to account for suffering but what to do about suffering 
when we must face it. What can we do about it? One thing we can do is to realize we are not 
alone. We are in a community of shared suffering. There is a story in the Buddhist tradition that 
illustrates this poignantly.1 It’s called the parable of the mustard seed. A young woman called 
Krisha had an only child, an infant boy, and he died. In her grief she carried the dead child to all 
her neighbors, asking them for medicine to cure her child, and the people said, “She has lost her 
senses. The boy is dead”. But one good neighbor took pity on her and said, “I cannot give you 
any medicine, but I know a physician who might help. Go to Shakyamuni, the Buddha.” So 
Krisha went to Buddha, and cried, “Lord and Master, give me medicine that will cure my baby!” 
And Buddha answered: “I need a handful of mustard seed.” And the young woman, in joy, 
promised to get it right away. But Buddha added: “The mustard seed must be taken from a house 
where no one has lost a child, a husband, a parent, or a friend. 

Krisha now went from house to house, and the people pitied her and said, “Here is mustard seed; 
take it!” But when she asked, “Did a son or daughter, father or mother die in your family?” they 
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answered and said, “Alas, the living are few, but the dead are many. Do not remind us of our 
deepest grief.” 

And so Krisha became weary and hopeless, and sat down by the wayside and watched the lights 
of the city as they flickered up and were extinguished. At last darkness of night reigned 
everywhere. And she considered the fate of mankind, that their lives flicker up and are 
extinguished. And she thought, “How selfish I am in my grief! Death is common to all. Yet, even 
in this valley of desolation there is a path that leads one who has surrendered all selfishness to 
immortality.” 

We are not alone. In a very literal and basic way we express sympathy - in the sense that we 
suffer with others. And this is what sympathy means - suffering together. Buddhism is called the 
religion of infinite compassion, because it teaches that all men are caught in a world of suffering, 
and that we should do nothing to add to the suffering of others and compassion means to suffer 
together - as Job’s friends did at the beginning. Our suffering is unbearable when we are alone — 
but, this is caused by our affirmation of our ego-selves over the awareness of others. As Krisha 
came to see — her grief was not the only grief in the world. Others suffered, too. 

John Donne has said this so beautifully in his line, “No man is an island, entire of itself”. We are 
intimately involved with one another. Says Donne, “Any man’s death diminishes me, because I 
am involved in mankind and therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls. It tolls for 
thee.” 

And yet, how hard it is for us really to sense this. How dearly we want to believe we are 
immune. And there is a common experience we should all confess that shows this, and that is an 
inner stab of pleasure or relief when we hear of the misfortune of another, misfortune that for the 
moment we have escaped. The old Latin poet, Lucretius, writes, “It is a pleasure to stand on 
shore, when stormy winds whip up the sea, and to behold the struggles another is enduring. Not 
that it pleases us to watch another suffer, but it is a joy to observe evils from which we, 
ourselves, are free,” We know we are wrong when we feel this way. We are not immune. We are 
involved in mankind. 

We are involved with one another. And sympathy is enjoined because we all ultimately share in 
a community of suffering — we suffer together –we should be, therefore, compassionate. This is 
the Buddhist view. 

But, this is not the Christian view. There is more to life than fellow suffering and simply 
enduring suffering together. And the Buddhist does not meditate entirely on the sufferings of life, 
either. No matter how fragile life is; how precarious our happiness might be, there is joy in the 
living of the present moment. Another Buddhist parable shows this wonderfully.2 

A man traveling across a field encountered a tiger. He fled, the tiger after him. Coming to a 
precipice, he caught hold of the root of a wild vine, and swung himself down over the edge. The 
tiger sniffed at him from above. Trembling, the man looked down to where far below, another 
tiger was waiting to eat him. Only the vine sustained him. 
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Two mice, one white and one black, little by little started to gnaw away at the vine. The man saw 
a luscious strawberry near him. Grasping the vine with one hand, he plucked the strawberry with 
the other. How sweet it tasted! 

A pretty parable, and an important teaching. How important it is to seize the joy of the moment 
when it is offered — how important it is to savor life every moment we can, lest when we come 
to die we find we have not lived, And the Buddhists teach this –But; still their basic view seems 
to be that man is united in suffering in a common doom. 

The Christian view is different. Man is united in a common redemption. Suffering is not 
something to be endured –suffering is something to be transformed by the redemptive power of 
God. Consider again the Gospel story of the man born blind. This suffering is not something to 
be accounted for by citing his sin, or his parents’. No, this blindness is the occasion, says Jesus, 
of the works of God being manifest in him. And Jesus proceeds to heal him to the marvel of all. 
And all the man could say when questioned how it was he came to be healed, was: ‘I know not. 
One thing I know: that whereas I was blind, now I see.” 

What does this mean for us? When we see the suffering of another this is not the occasion to feel 
a glow of satisfaction that it is he and not we that has this misery. When a Job cries out, “Have 
pity on me, have pity on me, 0 ye my friends,” we are called upon to express true sympathy. This 
is not the occasion for judgment — but for sympathy, fellow-feeling. On one level this means 
recognition of our common humanity, our common suffering, and so enjoy compassion, fellow 
suffering, as with Job’s friends at. first. 

But, the Christian love expressed in sympathy has a higher purpose than this. The Christian is 
committed to a God who, through His Son, suffered on a cross, -sharing the suffering of man, 
suffering with man, for man’s redemption. This is the deepest meaning of sympathy — literally 
to suffer the agonies of another, to bear the burden of suffering. And the Christian conviction is 
that this suffering on the cross is transformed into victory, peace, and a new life in the spirit 
which we share as we take up the cross of Christ. 

This is the mystery of God’s redemptive love through Christ: love redeems, transforms, liberates 
by suffering with another. When we express Christian sympathy in the spirit and manner of 
Christ, we are sharing in Christ’s redemptive love, His suffering and creative power. And this is 
how we respond to God’s love to us, His gift to salvation. We love because He first loved us. 

Sympathy, then, is no casual reminder to be nice. It touches on the highest mystery of God’s 
redemptive love, a love, as Christians, we are called upon to express creatively in the lives our 
lives must touch. In sympathy we share in expressing the power of the Cross and live in the 
Spirit of Christ. May the works of God be manifest through us. 

PRAYER: 

Eternal God, Creator of this great and awesome universe, with its wonder and beauty and 
mystery — 0 Thou Creator and Sustainer of our spirits with all their promise of good — or evil, 
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we pause in the midst of our busy lives, to render Thee the tribute of our praise. For Thou, 0 
God, are to be praised for the Goodness, the Truth, the Beauty and Love that surround us in spite 
of what we so often do that is evil, false, ugly or mean-spirited. We earnestly pray, 0 God, that 
by the inspiration of Thy spirit, we may live by the highest vision we know, and not by an 
understanding of our world that is limited by our fears. 

We confess, 0 God, failures and shortcomings before Thee. We have found those hungry and 
thirsting for the milk of human kindness and understanding - and we fed them not. There have 
been those imprisoned in walls of loneliness and suffering, and we did little or naught to set then 
free. We have seen those injured by the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, and we made no 
effort to bind their wounds. And we have seen those naked before the winds of fear and anxiety, 
and we did not clothe them with a blanket of love. We have sought first the kingdom of this 
earth, and its unrighteousness, instead of seeking first things first, Thy Kingdom and its 
righteousness. We have been indifferent to Thy church. Help us to realize that we cannot have 
the fruits of faith unless we cultivate its roots in Thy law of love, unless we are faithful to Thee. 

Reveal to us our true nature in Thee. Inspire us by the love of Christ that we may see in Him the 
true character of those created to be children of God. Above all, give us the vision to believe in 
Thy redemptive love and the spirit to express it in the lives our lives must touch, making us 
sensitive to the cry for love and understanding and mercy, so we may be worthy to be called the 
children of God. We pray in the Spirit of Thy Son. 

1The Gospel of Buddha, by Paul Carus, Chicago, Open Court p. 186-7 

2Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, a collection of Zen writings by Paul Reps, Doubleday p 22 
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