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Exodus 19:2-8a, Psalm 100, Romans 5:1-8, Matthew 9:35-10:8
“The Orientation of Compassion”

“Ask, and you will receive. Search, and you will find. Knock, and the door will be opened to you.” 
Good morning beloved Children of God.

Although next Sunday is the official start of summer, the climate would tell us otherwise. 
Because I’m a caring pastor, I do pray you are always smart with your intake of water and time 
in the sun, to prevent heat-related illnesses. As summer comes, with it also comes anticipation 
for a new season, whether students are heading to college, high school, kindergarten for the 
first time. I want to highlight in August we are planning a Back to School blessing, this is for 
anyone going into a training or educational program. August 16th at our Summer time service 
schedule of 9:30a. I want to put it in your mind, go ahead and pull out your phone and make a 
reminder, make a calendar date Back to school blessing, and invite family or friends, or 
neighbors to join us. 

Going back to school means of course getting supplies, and packing lunches, and maybe 
getting a few new outfits so you can be well dressed or have uniforms, and if you’re in a new 
school it means Orientation. Orientation— I remember when it was my high school orientation— 
a big new building. I graduated with a class of around 650. They had several sessions, parents 
and students sat together in the auditorium, and then with our dot-matrix triple copy 4x5 inch 
schedules we roamed the halls to find our home room, then walk through the days schedule so 
we knew how to get to each class. The joke in our high school was if someone tells you a 
classroom is in North Unit, on the second floor, or by the swimming pool, they were messing 
with you, because although we had a south, central, and west unit for some reason there wasn’t 
a north unit. They were doing their best to orient us— so we would be prepared. We even had 
our own first day of classes without other students so we could feel more prepared. Orientation 
gives students the ability to understand their purpose, role, the way to learn, what is expected of 
them. We all were learning our place in the school so we could grow. 

During this summer I’ll be preaching thematically using the lectionary and inspiration from 
Walter Brueggeman’s Spirituality of the Psalms. Brueggemann was a Hebrew Bible scholar 
focused on the prophetic tradition, ordained in the United Church of Christ, born in Nebraska he 
ended his days on this earth in Traverse City, MI. I was honored to hear him speak in Seminary 
before he departed from this life. 

Bruggeman identifies themes of Orientation, Disorientation, and Reorientation within the texts, 
and discusses the experience of the spiritual pilgrimage around change and our understanding 
of the Divine. 

Orientation is, “seasons of well-being that evoke gratitude for the constancy of blessing…the 
joy, delight, goodness, coherence, and reliability of God, God’s creation, and God’s governing 
law.”

Disorientation is, “anguished seasons of hurt, alienation, suffering and death. These evoke rage, 
resentment, self-pity, and hatred…”



Reorientation, “consists in turns of surprise when we are overwhelmed with new gifts of God, 
when joy breaks through the despair…a fresh intrusion that makes all things new.”1

The definition of orientation has several meanings… according to Collins dictionary, for 
example, if you’re considering orientation to an organization, you are “talking about the kinds of 
aims and interests it has.” Considering programs which give direction, orientation is, “basic 
information for training that is given to people starting a new job, school, or course.” I don’t know 
if there’s any scouts or campers here, but anyone been orienteering before? Orientation can be 
also be understood as the direction, position, or situation someone or something is facing. 
When we consider sexuality, according to the American Psychology Association, orientation 
refers to an enduring pattern of emotional, romantic, and or sexual attraction helps us 
understand who we are and how we share love in this life. Orientation helps us when we know 
our passion, our identity, how and the way we move about our lives, how to navigate 
relationships, pursue aims or goals.  

Orienting Psalms are like that. The writer often in first person says who they are and who God is 
and how the relationship with God is formed. Orientation Psalms give us our understanding of 
our place and God’s place in this world. Brueggeman shares about the character of these types 
of Psalms, “They affirm that the world is a well-ordered, reliable, and live-giving system, 
because God has ordained it that way and continues to preside effectively over the process…
there is a profound trust in the daily working of that system and profound gratitude to God for 
making it so.” (p.17)

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth.
    Serve the Lord with gladness; 
    come into his presence with singing.
Know that the Lord is God. 
    It is he who made us, and we are his; 
    we are his people and the sheep of his pasture.
Enter his gates with thanksgiving  
    and his courts with praise. 
    Give thanks to him; bless his name.
For the Lord is good; 
    his steadfast love endures forever 
    and his faithfulness to all generations. -Psalm 100 (NRSV)

Our place in God’s world is to rejoice, to be in wonder of how God made us, to live a life of 
gratitude, to remember God is good. This is our place in it. 

But so often, that is not our orientation. I recall a person who visited a church I served once, and 
upon arrival he said, “I’m sorry if the church bursts into flames this morning.” I became wide 
eyed and gave a smile. I said, “Oh why would that happen?”  
“Well, he said, it’s been 18 years since I came to church.” I then listened as he told a story about 
how he was rejected by his family of origin and his church over his sexual orientation. Others 
had rejected him because of his orientation in life to self and to others. That pain had prevented 
him from any connection, but I had befriended his friend, and then for the first time in a long time 
he felt welcome and curious enough to come. Really cool to welcome them. Even cooler to offer 
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communion to him and his friends, knowing when I read the words of the Great Thanksgiving 
that Jesus “ate with sinners” that I was referring to myself as much as him. 

Our understanding of God and orientation in this world makes a difference. Many people wish to 
take their own perception of God, and set their own course on explaining who and what God ’s 
viewpoint should be. This is troubling because there are many different depictions of God 
throughout the scriptures that reflect more of human anger and pain or frustration and longing, 
especially within the Hebrew bible. That is where the figure of Christ helps us. 

This morning in our Gospel text Jesus is sending out his disciples and he looks upon the people 
and has compassion—they were like sheep without a shepherd.  Jesus is moved. That’s why 
the people are sent because there is ministry to be done and Jesus knows he needs a body at 
work in the world to serve as he has. God looks upon them with compassion. In the gospel of 
John we hear Jesus say, “My sheep hear my voice and they follow me. And I give unto them 
eternal life.” - John 10:27-28a This gospel text helps us understand God’s viewpoint as 
displayed through Jesus. God looks at us with compassion. We see this also in the Hebrew 
bible as God looks upon the slavery in Egypt. In Exodus 34:6 it says, “The Lord passed before 
him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” (NRSV)

Again—merciful and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.

God our Creator’s orientation towards us is love. We are the sheep of his pasture. No matter 
what season of life we find ourselves in whether we are orienting to things, whether we are very 
disoriented, or we are putting the pieces back together through reorientation, God is still 
speaking. 

I certainly experienced that this weekend as we had a group from our church go to the 
Sullenberger Aviation Museum here in Charlotte. By God’s grace we were actually welcomed by 
somebody who survived the landing on the Hudson. Some of you may remember that story 
back in 2009, a plane had collided with a group of birds, and there was a double bird strike 
where both engines failed. The pilot Chelsey Sullenberger, had to peacefully and cautiously land 
that plane in the Hudson, because there was no other way out. By a miracle, and also very 
smart engineering, really well-trained pilots, very careful passengers that cared for one another 
and the first responders, no one died from that incident. 

That plane that survived that whole ordeal is here in Charlotte, which that was the original 
destination for that flight, in the museum. You can actually walk around it, and it’s fascinating to 
see. The whole time we’re hearing the story from this man who survived the landing on the 
water, then also witnessing the videos in the museum, seeing all the artifacts, including the 
plane which is gutted from the bottom. We heard about all the things that had to work in place to 
save everyones life.

I couldn’t help but look at this man who had been through this tragedy and have complete 
compassion for him. His orientation is that he was finished with his work, and just getting ready 
to go home. He thought I’m just getting on a flight, I’m just going home to be with my family and 
kids. And then a completely disorienting thing happened. Birds are everywhere, what a 
conundrum to be in the midst of! And since then he’s had to put his life back together, and this 



whole museum is kind of a reorienting of, 'how do you look at this traumatic event and how do 
you find some good in the midst of it?’

My heart was warmed, and I had so much compassion for him, as somebody who has studied 
trauma and counseling and been through experiencing some of these type things myself, and I 
said certainly, I should say something to them. I hope any christian in general feels that way. 
You see somebody that goes through a hard time, and you fell compassion for them. I wrestled 
within whether to say anything, but that voice kept speaking within. 

As he shared his story, he said he had an interest in survival stories, and so as we are walking 
by that plane that he survived from, I turned to him and I said, “You know, there’s something 
about how God made us. God made us so that when we go through challenging times, we have 
this strong will to live.” We talked a little bit about that. I said,“When I see this plane, I know it’s a 
sign of trauma from the past but also, this plane is a monument to the ‘will to live’” For the pilots 
to be able to respond quickly, ATC to give them the right direction, for the passengers not to 
panic but be calm so everybody could leave that aircraft when necessary.. For the strength of 
passengers to go two by two to get into the rescue boats so they could move fast enough so 
everybody could get off to safety… God has created us in a way that in the midst of chaos, that 
we have this ability to have a calm response and to get out of harm’s way. And there was 
something that connected with him. I’ll let him share that story. But it’s not a plane crash, it’s a 
monument to the ‘will to live’.

God takes our stories, helps us get footing and orientation. Sometimes we encounter chaos in 
this life, but then we come to a new understanding. That passage between how things were, 
how they are changing, and how they will be, the pathway of that is compassion and love. God 
is still speaking to us, isn’t God? May we be oriented to God’s love. Amen. 


