Sharpening the Skill of Empathy #2

“The Demonstration of Empathy”

Exodus 2:23-25; 3:7-10

During this month of February we are sharpening the skill of empathy. In our initial study last week we saw the definition of empathy—the intellectual and emotional identification of the thoughts, feelings, or state of another person. We noted the origins of the word “empathy” and how it differs from the word “sympathy.” We also considered how every Christian has both the capacity and responsibility to show empathy to others.

This morning I want to move on to the demonstration of empathy. This is similar to our Sunday evening messages this month that are examining specific events in the life of Jesus where He demonstrated empathy. This morning, however, I want to look at two passages in the Old Testament book of Exodus that not only identify divine empathy but also illustrate what true empathy looks like.

Turn with me to Exodus 2:23-25. This second chapter of Exodus introduces us to Moses, recording his birth and early years. Raised in the palace of Egypt as the adopted son of Pharaoh’s daughter, he was nursed in his early years by his own Hebrew mother. At some point in his adult years, Moses saw an Egyptian taskmaster whipping a Hebrew slave. Enraged, Moses killed the taskmaster and buried his body in the sand. But word spread and Moses had to run for his life. He would be away from Egypt for forty years. Thus Exodus 2:23-25 says,

During that long period, the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of their slavery went up to God. God heard their groaning and He remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob. So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them.
The Israelites were enslaved and oppressed, and they cried out to God for help. Verse 24 says that, “God heard their groaning.” Then verse 25 records, “So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them.” Thus we see the divine demonstration of empathy.
I was curious to see what Hebrew term was translated “was concerned about them” in verse 25, since I knew that the term “empathy” does not appear in the Bible. The Holman Christian Standard Bible renders the verse, “God saw the Israelites, and He took notice.” The Message reads, “God saw what was going on with Israel. God understood.” The New Living Translation says, “He looked down on the people of Israel and knew it was time to act.” The Contemporary English Version reads, “And because He knew what was happening to His people, He felt sorry for them.” But the most literal rendering from the original text belongs to the English Standard Version, which simply says, “God saw the people of Israel—and God knew.” The Hebrew term there is yada, which we will see again shortly. Yes, God saw what was happening to the Israelites; yes, God took notice of their misery; yes, God understood their plight; and, yes, God even felt sorry for them. But most comforting of all is to know that God knew what was going on.

Now move down to Exodus 3:7-10, where the Lord addresses Moses,

The Lord said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”
Divine empathy for Israel’s suffering is demonstrated in verse 7: “I have seen the misery…I have heard their cry…I am concerned (literally, ‘I know’) their sufferings”
 Far from mere emotions, the Bible uses active verbs in describing God’s empathy: He hears, sees, and knows.
 One commentator calls this “God’s intimate attention.” 

Don’t misunderstand: Saying that God sees, hears, and knows does not imply that God has eyes, ears, or is contained in a body of some kind. This would limit God into a sphere of time and space, and God is limitless. This teaches us, though, that He is a living Person who can and does follow the stream of human events and who can and does at times directly intervene in human affairs.

Let’s take a closer look at these three actions of empathy and how we can sharpen our own skill of empathy through this example.

He Saw Their Circumstances 

First, we read that God saw their circumstances. We know God sees everything, as Proverbs 15:3 indicates, “The eyes of the Lord are everywhere, keeping watch on the wicked and the good.” Nothing escapes the notice of God. 

Yet there is something more than merely vision here. The original Hebrew word ra’ah used for both see and look in the Old Testament. It appears in the Bible about 1,300 times, many of those occurrences regarding the ability of the physical eyes to see (or not to see).
 It literally means, “to see, look at, inspect, perceive, and consider.”
 Implied with this verb is “to learn” or “to gain understanding.”
 
This verb has several extended meanings. For example, ra’ah can refer to “perceiving or ascertaining” something apart from seeing it with one’s eyes, mentally recognizing that something is true, such as in Genesis 26:28, “We saw clearly that the Lord was with you.” We read in Job 4:8, “As I have observed, those who plow evil and those who sow trouble reap it.” These are perceptions rather than mere physical vision. We might call this “intellectual seeing.”
 The Greek equivalent is found in John 4:19, where the Samaritan woman says to Jesus, “I can see that you are a prophet.” 
A deeper usage of this verb carries the connotation of “examining,” such as in Genesis 11:5, “But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building.” 

Along with this “intellectual seeing” there is the aspect of “emotional sight.”
 Genesis 21:16 records of Hagar, “Then she went off and sat down nearby, about a bowshot away, for she thought, ‘I cannot watch the boy die.’ And as she sat there nearby, she began to sob.” 
 The other end of the emotional spectrum is seen in Genesis 43:30, “Deeply moved at the sight of his brother, Joseph hurried out and looked for a place to weep. He went into his private room and wept there.”
I believe all of these meanings come together in Exodus 3:7, where God says, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt.” God saw what was happening; He inspected closely what the Egyptians were doing to the Israelite slaves; He perceived their misery. There is also the sensitive feeling that makes the Lord aware of Israel’s plight and the graciousness that prompts Him to identify with them in their need.
 We see both intellectual and emotional seeing wrapped up in these words.
“What does this have to do with empathy?” you may be wondering. A large part of demonstrating empathy is in our seeing. Body language reveals much about a person’s internal condition—both our own and the person to whom we demonstrate empathy.
 For our part, we must give our undivided attention to the other person. That means eye contact with them—looking without staring to convey concern and understanding; our posture, which should be relaxed rather than tense, occasionally leaning toward the other person; and gestures, including head nods, natural but not excessive or distracting. We communicate attention when we are courteous, kind, and motivated to understand them.
 What the other person sees in us can go a long way to communicate empathy…or the lack thereof.

We must also be observant in our seeing as we interact. Frequently we can see in facial expression or body language that some feeling or thought is not being said.
 True empathy employs vision, but not merely seeing with our eyes. We need to employ that “intellectual seeing” the goes beyond the surface, examining and perceiving, and that “emotional seeing” that feels with the person right where they are at the time.
He Heard Their Cries

According to Exodus 3:7. God not only sees, but he also hears.
 From the very outset, the Creator is a speaking God. Appropriately, he is also a hearing God, attentive to the needs of people: “I have surely seen the affliction…and have heard their cry…” (Exodus 3:7–9, emphasis added). Such passages clearly illustrate the attention and tenderness in the life of God. Notice how God’s hearing and seeing match the Israelites’ groaning and crying.
 This is echoed in Psalm 34:15, “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their cry.”
The Hebrew verb in Exodus 3:7 is shama, known to every Israelite as the opening word of Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.” This Hebrew word about 1,160 times in the Bible. Basically, this verb means to “hear” something with one’s ears, but there are several other nuances. In Genesis 37:17, a man told Joseph that he “heard” Joseph’s brothers say, “Let us go to Dothan”; in other words, he unintentionally “overheard” them say it. Shama can also mean to give him undivided attention, as when Joseph asked his brothers to “listen” as he recounted what he had dreamed in Genesis 37:6, or in 1 Chronicles 28:2, when David told his audience to “listen” as he spoke. Shama may also imply to “gain knowledge” or to “get knowledge” through hearing or listening.

As with seeing, “hearing” can be spiritual as well as intellectual. Spiritually, one may “hear” God’s Word, or “learn” it from God. The Spirit of God spoke through the prophet Balaam in Numbers 24:3-4, “The oracle of Balaam son of Beor, the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly, the oracle of one who hears the words of God, who sees a vision from the Almighty, who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened.” To have a “hearing heart” is to have “discernment” or “understanding.” In 1 Kings 3:9, Solomon asks, “So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish [shama] between right and wrong.” Certainly when Moses told Israel’s judges in Deuteronomy 1:16 to “hear” cases, he meant more than listening with one’s ear. He meant for them to examine the merits of a case, so as to render a just decision.

The demonstration of our own empathy involves hearing as well as seeing. We can often hear in the tone of voice, or a hesitation in rhythm that some feeling or thought is not being said.

There’s a difference between hearing and listening. Hearing is the gaining of information for oneself, while listening is caring for and being empathetic toward others. In listening, we are trying to understand the feelings of the other person; we are listening for his or her sake. Listening is determined by what is going on inside the other person—what my attentiveness is doing for him or her. But hearing is determined by what goes on inside of me—what effect the conversation has on me. In listening, we interpret and try to understand what we have heard.

Listening involves more than giving passive or half-hearted attention to the words that come from another person. Effective listening is an active process. It involves:

· Being able to set aside your own conflicts, biases, and preoccupations so you can concentrate on what the counselee is communicating.

· Avoiding subtle verbal or nonverbal expressions of disapproval or judgment about what is being said, even when the content is offensive or shocking.

· Using both your eyes and your ears to detect messages that come from the tone of voice, pace of talking, ideas that are repeated, posture, gestures, facial expressions, and other clues apart from what the person is saying.

· Hearing not only what the counselee says, but noticing what gets left out.

· Noticing the counselee’s physical characteristics and general appearance such as grooming and dress.

· Waiting patiently through periods of silence or tears as the counselee summons enough courage to share something painful or pauses to collect his or her thoughts and regain composure.

· Looking at the counselee as he or she speaks, but without either staring or letting our eyes wander around the room.

· Realizing that you can accept the counselee, even though you may not condone his or her actions, values, or beliefs. Sometimes, it can be helpful to imagine yourself in the counselee’s situation and attempt to see things from his or her point of view.

It is easy to ignore all of this, to let your mind wander (especially if the counselee’s story is boring or repetitious), or to slip into excessive talking and advice-giving. Sometimes, we find ourselves evaluating what the person is saying, trying to think of solutions to the problem, interrupting, or wondering what we will say next. When this happens, the counselee often detects that you are not listening and becomes reluctant to express hurts honestly or to share details. In such situations counselees often feel that they have not been understood. In contrast, active listening is a way to tell counselees “I’m really interested, I sincerely care, and I want to understand.”

When we don’t listen but try instead to counsel by talking, this often expresses the counselor’s own insecurity or inability to deal with threatening, vague, or emotional topics. Something similar may be true with advice-giving. What you say may be worthwhile, but even good advice is seldom heard and even less likely to be followed, especially if the counselee feels you have not listened carefully.
 As James 1:19 says, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.” All three of those commands are imperative for a good listener.
Listening is one of the most loving gifts you can give to another person.
 When we truly focus on what the other person is saying, giving them our undivided attention, not interrupting them with our ideas, advice, or experiences, we are demonstrating real empathy. We are being like God.

He Knew Their Condition

Finally Exodus 3:7 says that God knew their condition. The New International Version ends Exodus 2 by saying that God “was concerned” about the Israelites. This translation hardly does God justice. What the Scripture says is that God knew his people. The Hebrew verb is yada, “to know.” He knew all about them. Yada suggests intimate, personal acquaintance with all the particulars of their suffering. The God of the covenant, the God who sees, hears, and remembers, is the God who knows our situation in all its desperate need. He is a God who is worth praying to. He already knows all about our situation because He sees everything that happens. He hears all our prayers—even when they are little more than groans.
 He knows our condition, just as He knew theirs.

The verb yada occurs over 1,000 times in the Old Testament, meaning “to know by observing and reflecting,” and “to know by experiencing.” The first sense appears in Genesis 8:11, where Noah “knew” the waters had abated as a result of seeing the freshly picked olive leaf in the dove’s mouth; he “knew” it after observing and thinking about what he had seen. He did not actually see or experience the abatement himself. In contrast to this knowing through reflection is the knowing which comes through experience with the senses, by investigation and proving, by reflection and consideration. Thirdly, this verb can represent that kind of knowing which one learns and can give back. This doesn't merely mean “to know about,” however. The knower has actual involvement with or in the object of the knowing. In Genesis 4:1 Adam’s knowing Eve also refers to direct contact with her—in the most intimate way. In the same way, to know God is to have an intimate experiential knowledge of Him.

In the same way, empathy refers to our ability to enter deeply into another’s subjective world or internal frame of reference, and feel with them as sensitively and accurately as possible. Although it involves seeing and listening, it is more than just reflection of their feelings. It is an entering into their subjective experiences, feeling their feelings without losing our own identity or being overwhelmed by their feelings. Such empathy experienced and expressed will help the other person be in deeper touch with and understanding of their subjective experiences or feelings, including those that may not be as clear or obvious initially.

In the book of Hebrews we are told that Jesus understands and experiences our perspective and emotions from our vantage point, without losing truth or becoming enmeshed, so as to help us in the most effective way for our good.
 He sees, He hears, and He knows what we are going through. He is empathetic toward us.

In our demonstration of empathy, try to react not based on how you feel about anothers’ problems but on how I would feel if you were in their place. Their mountain may be a molehill, but if they see it as a mountain, you need to help them work through those feelings and get a better perspective.
 How we see, how we hear, and how we enter into an experiential knowledge of another’s situation goes a long way in helping them.
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