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    In a most informative book by a Lutheran Scripture scholar, Marcus Borg, he establishes the primary purpose behind the public ministry of Jesus. He claims that Jesus was primarily concerned with the human as well as the spiritual welfare of the people of his time. We read in Matthew a clear statement about his concern for the people: “And when he saw the crowds he felt sorry for them because they were harassed and dejected, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is rich but the labourers are few, so ask the Lord of the harvest to send labourers to his harvest.’”(1). This concern of Jesus for the welfare of the people was not simply an academic concern. No, it was a real concern which would lead to concrete action. What Jesus set out to do was to INITIATE A PARADIGM SHIFT. Jesus came to turn the social and religious world of his time up side down. To establish a WAY OF LIVING AND RELATING TO THEMSELVES, TO EACH OTHER  AND TO GOD WHICH WOULD BE A DIRECT CHALLENGE TO THE PREVAILING RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL WORLD OF HIS TIME. 

     When Jesus came amongst his Jewish people he encountered a RELIGIOUS PARADIGM OF PURITY. This was firmly founded on the “holiness code” which is to be found in Leviticus and especially in verse 2, chapter 19 which reads: “Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy”.  Holiness here meant separation from everything unclean. However, when this is worked out in practice it generates a society and religious culture where many people end up being rejected, marginalised and vilified. In short, a heartless situation which appalled the loving heart of Jesus.  Again Borg sums up this Paradigm: “…the effect of the purity system was to create a world with sharp social boundaries: between pure and impure, righteous and sinner, whole and not whole, male and   female, rich and poor, Jew and Gentile.” (2). Underpinning this system were to be found a whole series of cultic, legalistic and ritualistic practices. In short, it was the SYSTEM which must be upheld to the detriment of the welfare of people. THE SYSTEM WAS PUT BEFORE PEOPLE. This paradigm has been replicated many times down through history and can even be identified in certain social and religious situations today.

     In contrast to this heartless and divisive society or paradigm Jesus set out to establish a society or paradigm of COMPASSION. This religious and social paradigm would not be founded on the “holiness code” in Leviticus but on Jesus own foundational statement: “You must be COMPASSIONATE as your Father is compassionate. (3). As Borg (4) states: “According to Jesus, COMPASSION is to be the central quality of a life faithful to God the compassionate one.” Before we consider some of the characteristics of this Paradigm of Compassion let us first take a closer look at this word Compassion and try to understand what it really means.

     It seems that the word has the same root both in Hebrew and Aramaic and is the plural of a word which in the singular means “WOMB” (5). Now the Womb receives LIFE at the earliest stage when it is most vulnerable and nurtures it tenderly. From this image we get some idea as to the quality of the LOVE and the CARE which Jesus requires for his paradigm of Compassion. And since in the Hebrew Bible, compassion is both a feeling and a way of living which flows out of that feeling Jesus is not confining himself to an isolated feeling of concern for an individual. No, Jesus is trying to establish a WAY OF LIFE, a WAY OF LIVING AND RELATING which generates a society or social environment that nurtures and promotes the development of the whole human person.  Once we talk about a WAY OF LIVING AND RELATING we are talking about SPIRITUALITY. Once we insist that this WAY OF LIVING AND RELATING must be grounded in genuine COMPASSION, we are talking about A SPIRITUALITY OF THE HEART. 

From what has been said it now becomes obvious that Jesus was primarily concerned with the quality of love which nurtured and developed the total person created by God. Jesus came to teach us firstly about the REALITY OF GOD. The God of Jesus Christ is a God of Compassion and Love who cares deeply about the welfare of his people. This beautiful vision of God is incarnated and revealed in the HUMAN HEART of Jesus.  But this Compassionate God is not content for us just to admire and adore him. No, we must now (according to Jesus) IMITATE this compassionate God. The classical religious requirement of ‘IMITATIO DEI’ or the IMITATION OF GOD has been shifted by Jesus from the Leviticus religious requirement of HOLINESS to the new religious IMITATIO DEI of COMPASSION.  

What does this mean for us members of Fr Chevalier’s family?   

Firstly it clarifies our MISSION.  We are members of Fr Chevalier’s family who have a MISSION to PROCLAIM AND LIVE OUT THIS REVOLUTIONARY AND LIBERATING SHIFT IN THE IMITATION OF GOD.                                                                                                                            

Secondly, it underlines the PROPHETIC NATURE OF OUR MISSION. We must now step in behind Jesus and continue this work of a PARADIGM SHIFT in our social and religious worlds. 

Thirdly it reminds us that we, as a Chevalier Family, have been EMPOWERED TO CARRY OUT THIS PARADIGM SHIFT.  Through Fr Chevalier all branches of the family have received a CHARISM or gift of Grace to enable us to carry out this Mission.  As Fr Cuskelly has explained to us (6), A Charism is a gift of Grace which enables us to take up and live out some particular aspect of Christ’s life and teaching. We have been asked to take up the COMPASSIONATE nature of God as revealed in the Heart of Jesus and which was lived out in every moment of Jesus earthly existence as portrayed by the Gospels.

How do we go about this CENTRAL MISSION of Jesus?

Firstly we imitate Jesus by refusing to collude with or support a System which oppresses and discards people. Jesus caused serious offence to the religious leaders of his time by refusing to support their Paradigm of Purity. It probably generated a level of anger which eventually led to his death. As a reflective exercise try to identify the occasions when Jesus offended against the prescriptions of this Paradigm.

Secondly, Jesus was not just reactive but also PROACTIVE. This means that he took positive steps to challenge and dismantle the Paradigm of Purity and put in its place a Culture of Love and Compassion. All his teaching was directed towards establishing a WAY OF RELATING TO GOD, TO OURSELVES AND TO OUR NEIGHBOUR. The parable of the GOOD SAMARITAN was a direct attack on this PURITY SYSTEM.  The Cultic Figures failed the test set by Jesus but it was passed by a Religious Outcast because of his COMPASSION.

Thirdly, we now must now take seriously this Mission of Jesus. It is clear from the Gospels that what the God of Jesus Christ requires is Mercy and Compassion and not Sacrifice. Therefore we must strive to build a new society, a new style of parish, a new community, a new world built on the principles of Compassion and Love for each person especially the dis-advantaged, the weak or those whose voice can easily be silenced. As a reflection exercise we could explore all the different ways we might use to build such a world, society or community. 

Fourthly and Finally: Any time we reach out to another person, even if it is just to offer a cup of water, we are honouring the Heart of Christ in a way directly taught by Jesus and  practiced by Jesus in the Gospels.  All our nursing and teaching ministries, all our care for people, all our spiritual ministry to people is a most REAL and AUTHENTIC way of LIVING A SPIRITUALITY OF THE HEART.
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