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 Our text from Isaiah today is likely very familiar to all of us.  However, it’s 

possible that it’s more familiar in the form of a song.  There are many sung versions of 

that text.  And the sung versions are all welcoming and friendly.  When we read the full 

text, however we just might have to scratch our heads a bit. 

 The author speaks of a vision of a “new heaven and a new earth”.  On the one 

hand, the vision seems clear enough - people should be happy, live long lives, have 

children, have adequate food.  Isaiah is talking about basic human needs.  Today, of 

course, we would have to debate what items qualify as “basic human needs”.  If you have 

teenagers at home you will realize that some people think that cell phones and access to 

the Internet are basic human needs.  But in any case, the vision in Isaiah points to a 

reality where people have their basic needs met.  It’s not hard to appreciate that vision. 

 On the other hand, I don’t think I see how the vision in Isaiah will come about.  In 

the text, God is going to create this new heaven and new earth and we will inhabit it.  

There is no mention of us humans working for this new heaven and new earth, or even a 

footnote that we might have to smarten ourselves up a bit in order to fit in.  Don’t get me 

wrong - I like the vision - I’m just not sure how a new earth would be any better than the 

current one unless we humans get a make-over too.  Personally, I think humanity would 

need to take a new attitude into a new earth or else the new earth would soon resemble 

our current one.  We don’t just need a planet-makeover, we need an attitude-makeover. 

 In the text we read from Luke this morning, Jesus offers up a different vision of 

the future.  To be honest, I am disturbed by his vision.  Although he admits that we “will 

win life” in the end, it sounds like we have to go through a lot of pain to get there.  Jesus 

tells us of wars and rumours of wars, of being persecuted, of being hated, even of being 

killed.  I don’t know about you, but none of those things are on my bucket list!  And his 

vision begins with the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem.  At that time, many Jewish 

Passion for Compassion November 13, 2016 Page !  of !1 4



people thought that the temple was actually the dwelling place of God, and therefore it’s 

existence was quite important.  Imagine what the disciples felt as they heard Jesus’s 

prediction that the temple was to be destroyed.  Perhaps Jesus was trying to convince 

people he was more of a prophet than a motivational speaker, because he must have 

turned many people off that day. 

 And once again, it is not clear from the text just how humans should react to this.  

What are we supposed to do?  Should we be working for peace?  Or should we try to 

increase global warfare just to get the whole mess over with sooner?  And that question 

should not be taken too lightly, because many “Christian” and other groups around the 

world are committed to increasing global warfare based on the theory that global warfare 

is one more step that would take us closer to the end times.  But if the destruction of our 

planet is “progress”, how exactly are we supposed to relate to that. 

 In our reading from 2 Thessalonians, we are told to keep working.  We have to 

remember that in the early Christian community, they expected the return of Christ - and 

many people expected Christ to return very soon.  In some communities, people were so 

convinced that Christ was coming back soon that people quit their jobs and just sat 

around mooching off others, waiting for the end days.  The call to keep working was 

literally a call to remain gainfully employed.  But I hear those words to keep working in a 

different way too.  I hear the call to keep working as a call to work for this coming new 

heaven and new earth that Isaiah and Jesus are talking about.  Perhaps the way that the 

earth will be transformed is by us humans actually working towards that transformation.  

But still the question remains.  What exactly are we supposed to work on? 

 A few years ago I attended a workshop on how the theory of evolution relates to 

Islam.  The workshop was put on by an Islamic group whose name I have forgotten, 

because I never did learn how to pronounce it properly.  But I do remember their view of 

evolution of the human species, which I found fascinating.  Their notion was that there 

are 4 stages in human evolution.  In stage 1, there are no human-beings on earth, just 

animals and plants.  In stage 2, there are human-beings on earth, but they have human 

bodies and animal brains.  They look human but they act like animals.  In stage 3, the 

human brain evolves into a thinking brain.  According to this theory, the third stage is the 

Passion for Compassion November 13, 2016 Page !  of !2 4



stage we are currently in.  This Islamic theory is consistent with scientific theories of 

evolution, so that wasn’t much of a surprise. 

 Now here’s the interesting part.  According to this theory, we are Stage 3 humans.  

So - you might ask - what is Stage 4?  What is the next evolutionary step for humanity?  

What is this vision for the “new and improved human”?  This Islamic vision for the next 

stage in human evolution is for human beings who live with compassion.  Humans who 

can actually get along with each other - without war - without hatred - without 

oppression.  This is a vision of human beings who actually live out compassion for all 

others.  This is a vision that requires a change in attitude.  This is a vision of a human 

attitude makeover.  This is a vision of humans who perhaps could actually live in the new 

heaven and the new earth described by Isaiah, without destroying it. 

 Can that be right?  Can it be that simple?  Is it really true that this long-awaited 

new heaven and new earth will appear when we - and other people around the world - 

finally become creatures of compassion?  Do we humans really just need an attitude 

makeover?  Perhaps.  We all know the bumper stickers: 

• “Attitude is the difference between an ordeal and an adventure”. 

• “You can change your future by changing your attitude”. 

• “If you don’t like something, change it.  If you still don’t like it, change your 

attitude”. 

• “If plan A and plan B don’t work, relax, there are 24 more letters in the alphabet”. 

• “A bad attitude is like a flat tire.  you can’t go anywhere until you change it”. 

 But before you start to think that Rev. Paul has been reading too many self-help 

books, consider with me what it was that Jesus was passionate about.  Think of the people 

that Jesus interacted with.  Think of what Jesus worked towards.  Did Jesus do anything 

in his ministry to increase his own wealth?  No.  Did Jesus try to convince people that he 

was right?  Not really.  When the rich man asks Jesus what he must do to inherit the 

kingdom and Jesus tells the man to sell his possessions, give the money to the poor, and 

follow Jesus, the man just walks away - and Jesus lets him walk away.  Did Jesus do 
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anything to increase how many followers he had?  No.  In the gospels, Jesus called 12 

disciples at the beginning of his ministry, and at the last supper, Jesus had the same 12 

disciples.  Jesus did not seem to care about wealth and power at all. 

 What then was Jesus passionate about?  When a scribe asked Jesus what the most 

important commandment was, Jesus responded and said there were 2: 1) love God.  2) 

love your neighbour as yourself.  And in the story of the good samaritan, Jesus makes it 

clear that loving your neighbour means loving everyone - even your enemies. 

 Jesus had passion for compassion. 

 Today, compassion seems to be in short supply.  Whatever you thought about the 

U.S. election, the responses we have all seen to Trump’s victory have been strong.  In the 

U.S. - and also in Canada - the response to the election has been a festival of fear, anger, 

bigotry, and small-mindedness.  In many ways, this fear and anger was not created by 

Trump’s victory.  Rather, Trump’s victory was a result of the fear and anger already 

present in our society before the election.  To mis-quote Shakespeare, “the democrats 

were hoisted with their own petard”.  And the recent election is just a handy example.  

How often do each of us feel fear or anger when life doesn’t unfold on our own terms. 

 The “cure” for all these problems is compassion.  Jesus’s passion for compassion 

is still appropriate today.  The new heaven and new earth - what we also call the kingdom 

of God - will come about when we share Jesus’s passion for compassion.  Do we need an 

attitude makeover?  Yes.  But not just any new attitude will do.  We need to embrace the 

attitude - and the actions - of deep compassion. 

Amen.
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