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In the Latin language of the Catholic Church the term that best corresponds to the religious idea of compassion is misericordia.  In the Latin translation of the Bible this is the term that is used in places where either the Hebrew or Greek scriptures talk of the compassion of God for humanity.  The word, Misericordia, is often just translated as ‘mercy,’ but a better way of expressing the relationship it conveys would be ‘merciful love.’  The merciful love of God for humanity and hence the merciful love that men and women should have for each other in imitation of their God. 

The great saint and theologian of the Catholic Church, St Thomas Aquinas, says of misericordia, of ‘merciful love,’ that:

A person is said to have merciful love when he has sorrow in his heart, being affected by sorrow at the misery of another, as though it were his own.  Hence it follows that he endeavours to dispel the misery of the other person, as if it were his own, and this is the effect of merciful love (ST 1.21.3)

‘being affected by sorrow at the misery of another, as though it were his own.’ This, then, is compassion in the basic meaning of the word, ‘to suffer with.’  But - in the form of merciful love - such compassion does not just stop at the feeling of sorrow or pity for another.  Rather, it moves on to ‘dispel the misery of the other.’  Compassion, then, in the form of merciful love, is a powerful force that acts to relieve the misfortunes of others, to dispel the things that compromise their welfare, and to bring about their full flourishing as human beings.  
For Christians the supreme manifestation of this kind of divine compassion for humanity is found in the life and especially the Passion (i.e. the suffering and death) of Jesus Christ, whom Christians revere as the Son of God.  And nowhere else in the Bible is the compassionate dimension of the life and death of Christ so clearly and beautifully expressed as in a passage from the letter of St Paul to the Philippians, which goes:

Have this in mind among yourselves, which was in Christ Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, and being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:5-8)
In this passage the compassion of God for humanity is manifest in him taking on our humanity as his own and taking on our death as his own, as he undergoes the terrible torments of crucifixion, the form of execution reserved for slaves, for those deemed to be of least or no value in the society of the ancient world.  For Catholics, then, the Passion of Christ, is that moment, when God in an act of self-sacrificial love does make the suffering of others his own.  God empties himself, and humbles himself, as St Paul puts it, in act of solidarity with humanity.  But this is also a powerful act, one which works to free humanity from its suffering.  God embraces our humanity with his divinity.  He embraces the hatred and violence that are so much a part of the way human beings treat each other, with his love and self-sacrifice.   He embraces death with his life.  And in that act of compassion overcomes violence and hatred and death, by means of self-sacrifice, love and life.  
So, for Catholics, what is revealed and experienced in Christ is the compassion of God – God’s merciful love for humanity.  Compassion is, thus, central to any Catholic understanding of God.  
Now - St Paul quotes this hymn to the Philippians as a model for them to follow.  It is the compassion of God that provides the pattern for all Christian discipleship and life.  As imitators of Christ Christians are called to identify with others, to enter into acts of solidarity with them, to feel the misery of others as their our own – but also to work to alleviate whatever compromises their lives – and to counter the forces of violence and hatred by the greater forces of self–sacrifice and love. 
Let me just give two modern examples of Christians who might well be said to have lived out the call to show this kind of compassion.  (These are outstanding examples of course – most Christians most of the time, do not live up to this calling – we have to admit this):

First, the Polish priest and martyr, St Maximilian Kolbe, who was imprisoned and killed with so many others in the concentration camp of Auschwitz.  When some inmates of Block 14, in which Kolbe was housed, escaped, the Germans selected others from the block to be executed in retribution.  Kolbe was not selected, but rather volunteered to take the place of another man, the father of a family.  So Kolbe gave his life out of compassion for that other man, countering the extremes of violence and hatred that Auschwitz manifested with a single act of sacrificial love.  
Second, the South African Anglican Archbishop, Desmond Tutu, who just has just been awarded the Templeton prize for 2013, in recognition of his efforts to advance the principles of love and forgiveness for the liberation of people around the world.  Tutu played a major role in the campaign to get rid of Apartheid.  The first Black Archbishop in South Africa, he who made use of his position as Archbishop to speak out against and organise protests against the regime.  He also played a major role in the effort to reconstruct South African Society once it was overcome, heading the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which sought to reconcile those who had committed acts of violence and hatred and their victims under Apartheid through confession, apology and resolution, rather than through retribution.  Tutu has insisted on the use of non-violent forms of protest, on the showing of for love and forgiveness, on the need for the reconciliation of all groups, on the recognition that human beings are all made in the image of God and that we only become fully human though interaction with others.  Here, then, is compassion also at work, countering racial divides, social and political oppression, and the human desire for vengeance.  
But what of Catholics and Hindus learning from each other about compassion and working together out of compassion for peace?  Well, here I’d like to go back to 1986, the year in which Pope John Paul II first called together the leaders of the different world religions to pray for peace at Assisi.  Earlier in that same year he also went to India for the first time, both to pay a pastoral visit to the Catholics of India and to promote interreligious dialogue and collaboration.  There he visited the monument to Mahatma Gandhi and took the occasion to express his admiration for Gandhi and for his life and teaching.  As the Pope put it:
Mahatma Gandhi taught that if all men and women, whatever the differences between them, cling to the truth, with respect for the unique dignity of every human being, a new human order – a civilization of love - can be achieved.  Today we hear him pleading with the world: ‘Conquer hate by love, untruth by truth, violence by suffering.’ (1986, Tribute to the Monument of Gandhi). 

‘Conquer hate by love, untruth by truth, violence by suffering.’  These words of Gandhi, quoted and affirmed by the Pope – when set in the context of Gandhi’s teaching and work as a whole - express the fundamental character of satyāgraha (the ‘truth force’– the practice of non- violent resistance to wrong and the promotion of the welfare of others out of love - which was at the heart of Gandhi’s vision of how human beings should act).  They also express very well the nature of compassion as understood by Christians: on the one hand, an identification and solidarity with all other human beings, especially their suffering (something so markedly a part of Gandhi’s own life and work); and on the other hand, the struggle to conquer the patterns of hatred, falsehood and violence by the exercise of love, truth and self-sacrifice and so build a ‘new human order –a civilization of love.’ 
In Mahatma Gandhi we find one very important example of a meeting between Christians and Hindus, one that strengthens and deepens a common conviction that peace in our world arises from the practice of compassion.  Gandhi, for his part, did find in the teaching of Christ, especially in the Sermon on the Mount, the ‘confirmation of the deep thoughts of his [own] heart’ and he did find in the Passion of Christ an example of that self-sacrificial love, which he himself sought to realise and recommend to others.  And Christians – as the Pope’s words manifest - have likewise found in Gandhi and in his teaching a model to follow and promote as the means to realising a more peaceful world.
In the course of our meeting today we can glimpse many other points of common ground as we reflect on what our traditions say about compassion, that should likewise serve as the basis for collaboration in the work for peace in our world.  As we ponder the world in which we live – ponder recent events in Woolwich- we can readily see the forces of violence, hatred, revenge at work and getting stronger.  Let us also show to the world compassion and its power to conquer these forces. 

And let me finish with the prayer that Pope John Paul II finished with at the end of his visit to the monument to Mahatma Gandhi: 
May God guide us and bless us as we strive to walk together, hand in hand, and build together a world of peace! (Ibid.)
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