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To Err on the Side of Compassion 

Those who attend the house of God and know his mercy do not automatically know how 
to love their neighbor. It is not automatic! You may know the whole Bible, you may know 

all the liturgical rubrics, you may know all theology, but from this knowledge love is not 
automatic: loving has another path, it requires intelligence, but also something more. 

-Pope Francis- 

If we cannot now end our differences, at least we can help make the world safe for 
diversity. 

-John F. Kennedy- 

This last week, I had the opportunity to take my annual retreat amid the woods and rivers 
of central Oregon. It was a blessed 8 days of solitude and beauty, during which I mostly 
remained free from phone calls and text messages—checking only periodically if there 
was something urgent that needed my response. It was during one of those checks that I 
found a message from one of my staff, informing me about the recent situation at Kennedy 
Catholic High School, and asking me about any St. Joseph response. At first, I thought that 
this news—which seemed sadly reminiscent of the events at Eastside Catholic a few years 
ago—would act as a great disruption to my retreat. But it seems I had forgotten that the 
same God who creates the beauty of the pine woods also abides in the midst of the city, 
and so, as I began to pray and reflect on the Kennedy news, I found it woven into the 
fabric of my retreat in surprising and graced ways.  

At first, I was upset and angry by the seemingly self-inflicted wound caused to the Church 
by the apparently forced resignation of the two faculty members because of their choice to 
enter into civil marriages with people of the same sex; and then I was saddened by the 
sometimes formulaic responses of those who seemed only to want to vent their past 
grievances with the Church or with Kennedy. Eventually, I became a confused, and angry 
at the foolishness of the whole thing. I do not know the particulars of what happened 
between the teachers, the administration of Kennedy Catholic, and the Archdiocese—
personnel issues, I know, are complex, and I do not desire to judge by rumor and 
innuendo. But why is there no dialogue about the issues that surround this confrontation? 
Why must we end again in camps, one side barricaded in its offices and the other 
marching in the streets?  

Carrying all this, I went out for a hike; and as I climbed to the top of a high hill and looked 
out over the wonders of woods and rivers, I began to recognized my own smallness, and 
felt humility—so much desired but so hard to hold—begin to penetrate my heart. I 
realized how much my own desire to be right often meant that I wanted others not just to 
be wrong, but to be “bad” so that I might see myself as “good” in contrast to them. And 
yet I also recognized (and was embarrassed by this recognition) that such a good-bad 
dichotomy, which seems at the core of our culture, does nothing to heal the fractures of 
this world, but only exacerbates them—deepening the hurt so that all are left in the very 
isolation Christ Jesus came to overcome. It was then, as I sat on that hill, praying not just 
about Kennedy, but about all the wounds within our poor Church, that I began to think 
back to the story of the Good Samaritan, and to wonder if an answer might not be there.  
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Presented only in the gospel of Luke, the story of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:29-37) is one 
of the most familiar of all of Jesus’ parables; indeed, the very title “Good Samaritan” has 
become a cultural catch-phrase for anyone who goes out of their way to help. And yet, this 
very familiarity means that we often miss the fullness of the story—avoiding its complexity 
because of our own assumption of understanding. When seen it in context, however, and 
with its various dimensions, this story becomes more than a simplistic call to be nice; it is 
also a reminder of the need to go beyond mere rules and regulations, a reminder that such 
rules—even when intended to serve life—can be harmful when slavishly applied. Without 
discernment, without the inclusion of compassion and humanity, no rule—however good 
in itself—can give life or protect it. What this parable teaches, what Jesus proclaims 
repeatedly both in his words and by his deeds, is not that some people are good and some 
are bad, but that even good and righteous people fail when they set aside human 
compassion, when they cease acting with loving discernment in the moment, and rely 
only on the clarity offered by their ideological system. 

Consider the context of the parable. A scholar of the Law comes to test Jesus, addressing 
him respectfully and asking, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” The 
presumption here is that Jesus will offer some new rule, some special obligation that can 
be applied in every situation; instead, Jesus turns the question back on the scholar asking, 
“What is written in the Law? How do you read it?” Notice, even here, Jesus suggests that it 
is not just the Law itself, but how the scholar reads it—how he interprets and applies it—
that matters. As happens throughout the gospel, the answer one gets never frees one from 
the need to engage, to discern, to interpret. The commandments are frameworks meant to 
guide our hearts, not replacements for them. But this is sometimes hard to understand. So, 
when the scholar answers Jesus correctly by saying, “You shall love the Lord, your God, 
with all your heart, with all your being, with all your strength, and with all your mind, and 
your neighbor as yourself,” he still wants to justify himself—i.e., wants to find the right 
answer—and so asks Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” What the scholar seeks is a final, 
universally applicable answer; one that will allow him to say in every situation whom he 
must love and whom he might ignore. But what he gets—what all of us get—is not a clear 
and precise answer, but a parable that only opens wider the doors of compassion and the 
call to discernment in love. 

In the story of the Good Samaritan, none of the three principal characters—the priest, the 
Levite, and the Samaritan—are truly evil people. The first two are figures linked to Temple 
worship, persons bound to the institution of the Temple and constrained by the rules of 
propriety and purity to which that institution holds them. They come upon the man who 
has been beaten and left for dead, and they realize that, while he may still be alive, the 
possibility of his being dead or the inconvenience of helping him may impinge on their 
institutional obligations. Without true malice, they give way to rules or obligations of the 
organization, reducing the humanity of the person in the ditch to a level of mere 
inconvenience. As Pope Francis writes of these two: “The priest, perhaps, looked at his 
watch and said ‘I am late for Mass.... I must say Mass’. The other may have said: ‘I don’t 
know if the Law permits me to, because there is blood there and I will be impure…’” This 
is the grave danger of institutional thinking: to become enslaved to the idea at the expense 
of the humanity, to substitute generalized rules for human compassion. On the other hand, 
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the Samaritan—whom most Jews of Jesus’ day would consider an unrighteous schismatic 
because of the Samaritans’ denial of Temple worship—is “moved with compassion” and 
acts from that discerned identification with the other, even though the other is not of his 
community. Thus, though the priest and the Levite may not have been evil in their strict 
application of the Law, they fail to be neighbor to the injured man, because they show no 
compassion, no love, which is the Spirit at the heart of the Law. On the other hand, the 
Samaritan—who errs on the side of compassion, rather than on the rules of family or tribe, 
ideology or self-interest—fulfills the heart of the Law, without ever being bound to it.  

Praying over the story of the Good Samaritan, I recognize so many good women and men 
who surrender their own discerning hearts in service to an abstract Law. And I also realize 
how often institutions, which tend to prize stability and universal application above 
individuals, press upon us to be like the priest or the Levite—implementors of the rules, 
instead of people of discernment. But such a requirement is almost never in line with the 
the gospel. For example, the current teaching of the Church on the treatment of same-sex 
couples is not a matter of settled dogma, but a position built on an anthropology that is 
still very much in flux, requiring active discernment in all people of faith. One need only 
look at the actions and words of Pope Francis, or at the example of the German bishops—
some of whom  are advocating blessings for same sex couples, even while affirming that 
such unions are not sacramental marriages. In such a situation, when we see the People of 
God wounded at the side of the road, we cannot simply resort—like the priest or the 
Levite—to the Law or tradition; rather, we should, instead, err on the side of compassion, 
after the example of the Samaritan. We should become a welcoming Church, trusting in 
God to help us discern and sort out our mistakes, but also trusting that our compassion— 
and not mere obedience to tradition—is the deepest call of our loving and living God.  
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