Compassionate Communities
Helping Young People Develop a Heart for The Global Poor

The 21st century world of young people in Australia is far removed from the daily realities of poverty and suffering billions endure. To understand the huge gulf of contrast consider the following statistics:
· the World Christian Encyclopedia (2000 Edition) reports that 43% of the world will never make a telephone call. Compare this with the widespread use of mobile phones and particularly SMS amongst Aussie youth;
· The United Nations report that 1.1 billion people have no access to clean drinking water. Compare this with the access our young people have to safe drinking water as well as every other drink imaginable.
These contrasting statistics highlight the challenge we face in helping young people connect with, and develop a heart for, the poor around the world. This is no easy task!
So where do we begin? What are some of the common principles I have observed as I have moved amongst the churches? What helps to build a compassionate community of young disciples? Here are some ideas (but by no means comprehensive!) to get you thinking.
Firstly, a compassionate community is a loving community. This is almost so obvious that it goes without saying. At the same time though, it is the key to becoming a compassionate community which cares for the poor. 
As a culture of love builds in your youth group, or your church, it is natural that this will begin to overflow and touch the lives of others. The Apostle Paul describes this in his first letter to the Thessalonians with these amazing words:
 ‘May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you.’ (1 Thessalonians 3:12). 
John takes this even further with a no-holding-back challenge in 1 John 3:16 and following: 
“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth”.
Compassionate communities develop as leaders teach, nurture, and most of all model, a culture of love. Compassionate communities will move beyond words and discover the power of love in action.
Secondly, a compassionate community is holistic and empowering. The goal of compassionate communities is to continually offer people opportunities to choose what will lead to 'life, and life in all its fullness' (John 10:10). To offer people fullness of life, compassionate communities acknowledge that Jesus healed people spiritually, but also went out of his way to heal them physically, emotionally, and relationally. 
In Mark’s gospel (5:1-20) we have a great example of this holism and empowerment as Jesus ministers with a demon-possessed man. Here we witness a response from Jesus that delivers the man spiritually, but also physically (dressed) and emotionally (right mind). Additionally the man was able to be integrated back into society (socially) with a ministry to go home and tell his family and friends how much the Lord had done for him. Rather than going with Jesus, the man is empowered and released to his own life and ministry, now self-reliant and completely independent. Jesus shows us what it means to offer fullness of life!
Compassionate communities encourage young people to see and relate to the poor at a level of value, viewing them as precious to God, and having the same capacity as we do to experience wholeness. Young people will learn to value physical and material wholeness in people alongside the vital work of spiritual reconciliation with God (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:17ff). This will transform our prayers for the salvation of the world into prayers that include physical and material well-being for all.
Thirdly, a compassionate community is purposefully incarnational. Jesus didn’t minister from a distance but took every opportunity to engage with those in need (see Mark 1:40-41). Young people will be given the opportunity to engage with the poor at a level that helps them to connect relationally and empathise with their plight.
Youth groups will be able to achieve this by embracing a people group, or even a sponsor child, who they communicate with and pray for regularly. Of course, the best way to help young people to develop a heart for the poor is to allow them to visit a developing country. Many Baptist youth groups are doing this as part of a Global interaction Mission Awareness Youth Team (MAYT) which I can highly recommend.

As compassionate communities interact with the poor they to enable young people to feel connected. My encouragement is for your youth group to focus on just one or two overseas needs. A splatter-gun approach usually leaves both parties empty and unsatisfied (or perhaps worse). Resist the temptation to take action every time you are presented with a need or instance of poverty. Make a long-term commitment to the poor you already have a connection with, and highlight their needs as regularly as you can.
Finally, be encouraged! Compassionate communities develop over time as youth pastors and leaders intentionally seek to bring a compassionate edge to their youth ministry. May God bless you as you seek to develop young disciples who have a heart for the poor.
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