The Cup of Compassion
Matthew 25: 34-40
Sermon for Lent 5 – March 22, 2026
There is something both beautiful and unbearable about a full cup.
Most of us are taught to be careful with what we carry. Don’t spill. Don’t take on too much. Protect your heart. And yet today, Jesus places before us an image that does the opposite. In Matthew 25:34–40, God tells us that the kin-dom of God is revealed not in what we protect ourselves from, but in what we are willing to hold.
“I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me.”
And when the people ask, “When did we see you?” Jesus answers, “Just as you did it to one of the least of these… you did it to me.”
This story is a wonderful reminder that ours is not a distant, abstract faith. Ours is a faith that asks us to recognize Christ in the weight of the world’s suffering. A faith that hands us, quite deliberately, a cup. Not empty, but overflowing.
And today’s beautiful poem by Joyce Rupp names what is in that cup.
“My cup of compassion holds tears of the world; it overflows with sorrow, struggles, and sadness.”
If we are honest, we know this cup. We feel it every time we turn on the news, every time we hear a story that breaks our heart, every time we encounter someone whose pain we cannot fix. The cries of children. The violence of war. The death of a loved one or dear friend. The quiet despair of those who feel invisible. The aching of the earth itself.
“My cup of compassion holds the voice of silent ones…”
This is where compassion begins, not in solving, not in fixing, but in allowing ourselves to feel. To truly see. To refuse to look away.
But here is the tension. Because if we stop there, the cup becomes too much. It becomes overwhelming. Paralyzing. We either shut down or turn away, not because we don’t care, but because we care too much and don’t know what to do with it.
And that is why the final lines of the poem matter so deeply.
“I hold it to my heart where the Divine dwells, where love is stronger than death and disaster.”
The cup of compassion is not meant to be carried alone. It is meant to be held in our hearts where God already dwells.
This is the turning point.
Jesus does not say, “Fix the world.” He says, “Feed. Welcome. Visit. Care.” Small, tangible acts. Human-sized responses to overwhelming need. Because when we hold the suffering of the world close to the heart of God, something changes. The weight does not disappear, but it is transformed.
Compassion becomes connection.
And connection becomes action.
“When did we see you?” the disciples ask.
And the truth is, they didn’t always know. They weren’t heroes. They weren’t extraordinary. They were simply people who responded when Jesus called them.  Who dropped their nets and went.  A group of ordinary individuals who allowed their hearts to remain open, and who responded in the moment in front of them. I think that is powerful, what would our world look like if we lived in the moment and simply responded to the need that was directly in front of us.  What if we followed Jesus instruction to the disciples.
When they saw someone hungry and they fed them.
When they saw someone alone and they sat beside them.
When they saw someone hurting and they refused to walk past.
That is the cup we are given. Not the whole world at once, but the piece of it placed into our hands.
Look into your cup now. What do you see? (Pause and wait for the moment to linger)
Perhaps you see a cup that is overflowing with sorrow, injustice and grief.  Or maybe, just maybe you see a tiny glimmer of hope knowing that God too is holding the cup with us.  Hope in knowing that we are not alone, we live in God’s world.  So, what do we do with what remains?
We return, again and again, to that final image.
“I hold it to my heart where the Divine dwells…”
We bring it back to God.
We let our compassion become prayer.
We let our heartbreak become a place of encounter.
Because here is the mystery at the center of our faith: when we hold the suffering of the world close to the heart of God, we discover that God is already there. Already present in the hungry, the stranger, the imprisoned. Already present in the aching of creation. Already present in the quiet, unseen places of pain.
And even more, we discover that love, God’s love is stronger than all of it.
Stronger than death.
Stronger than disaster.
Stronger than anything our cup could ever hold.
This does not make the suffering less real. But it means it is never the final word.
So, we do not empty the cup by hardening our hearts. And we do not drown in it by carrying it alone.
We hold it.
We honour what is in it.
We act where we can.
And we place it, again and again, against the heart of God.
And there, something sacred happens. Compassion becomes more than feeling—it becomes participation in the very life of Christ. Because every time we respond to “the least of these,” we are not just helping someone in need. We are meeting Christ. Touching Christ. Loving Christ.
And perhaps, without even realizing it, becoming more like Christ ourselves.
So may we be people who do not turn away from the cup.
May we be people who are willing to feel, willing to see, willing to respond.
And may we never forget where to hold it.
Close to the heart.
Where the Divine dwells.
Where love is stronger than death and disaster.
And where even the fullest cup can become a vessel of grace. May it be so.  Amen
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