Sharpening the Skill of Empathy #3

“The Development of Empathy”

selected Scriptures

Henry David Thoreau once asked, “Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other's eyes for an instant?” He went on to say, “The greatest compliment that was ever paid me was when one asked me what I thought, and attended to my answer.”
 Though he didn’t use the term, Thoreau was referring to empathy, the subject of our sermons during the month of February.

We are seeking to strengthen the spiritual skill of empathy. As we have found, empathy can be a challenging concept. Empathy is not to be confused with sympathy, which is feeling sorry for someone. Empathy is all about being able to put ourself in another’s shoes. Having empathy for another person doesn’t necessarily mean you have experienced what he or she has endured, and it doesn’t mean you are excusing any of that person’s wrong behaviors. Empathy is a necessary way to connect; it’s a reminder that we are all human.

So far we have looked at the definition and the demonstration of empathy. This morning I want to shift to the development of empathy. Here is where we sharpen a skill for ourselves. We can learn about a skill by study and observation, but at some point we must do something ourselves. This morning we will consider three areas to develop.

Developing the Arsenal of Empathy

The first is developing the arsenal of empathy. The word “arsenal” is often used in a military sense, as a place to store weapons until they are needed for battle. When it comes to the arsenal of empathy, I am referring to a storehouse of experiences and understanding that can be utilized when empathy is needed.

Turn first to 2 Corinthians 1:3-4, where the apostle Paul writes, 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.

In naming God “the Father of mercies and God of all comfort,” Paul identifies God as the Creator and source of all human experience of mercy and comfort, who is present and active in the world. Mercy and comfort have their single and final source in God, the Giver of all good things.
 We are called to comfort others, as we will see, but the source of all comfort is God Himself.

What does this “comfort” mean? The word “comfort,” whether as a noun or a verb, is repeated ten times in the first 11 verses of this letter. We shouldn’t think of comfort in terms of “sympathy,” though, because sympathy can weaken us instead of strengthen us. God does not pat us on the head and give us a piece of candy or a toy to distract our attention from our troubles. No, He puts strength into our hearts so we can face our trials and triumph over them. Our English word comfort comes from two Latin words meaning “with strength.” The Greek word means, “to come alongside and help.” It is the same word used for the Holy Spirit (“the Comforter”) in John 14–16.
 The present tense of the verb shows that this God of ours comforts us constantly and unfailingly, not spasmodically and intermittently; and He does so in all our affliction, not just in certain kinds of affliction.
 This comfort can appear as personal encouragement, relief, and support in time of need.

To us, the word “comfort” usually means consolation in time of sorrow. But as it is used in the New Testament, it has a wider meaning. It refers to the encouragement that comes to us from one who is beside us in time of need. There is a practical lesson in this verse for us all. We should remember when we are comforted that we should seek to pass on this comfort to others. We are not comforted to be comfortable but to be comforters.
 To experience God’s comfort in the midst of all our pain is to become indebted and equipped to communicate the divine comfort to others who are in any kind of distress.

Suffering, then, is a training ground for service to the body of Christ. It equips us so that we can better minister to those who, for the sake of the gospel, are going through trials and hardships. Therefore, our focus should not be deliverance “from” trouble but encouragement in trouble. We are not promised release from trouble but help in the midst of it.
 God often lets us experience difficult circumstances so that he can use us to experientially minister to others and empathize with their pain. When you offer comfort to a fellow believer, you serve as a conduit for the comfort of God, and you open yourself up to experience a deeper level of his reality at work in your life.
 God’s grace and power enable us to endure suffering through various means. When His comfort has done its work in our lives, then we in turn become the Holy Spirit’s comforters for others who must endure similar situations.
 Thus we develop an arsenal of empathy.

The most effective path in understanding the pain of another is to embrace my own pain. Embracing my own pain makes me more likely to listen with empathy rather than judgment when people open the door of their soul and show me their wounds.

Developing the Attitudes of Empathy

Next we should develop the attitudes of empathy. Turn to Romans 12:15-16, “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited.”
Empathy is not only about cognition—what we know—but affection—what we feel—as well. It is about feeling in some measure the emotions of someone else, stepping into another’s emotional shoes to walk a mile.
 We must enter into the feelings of others. Christian fellowship is much more than a pat on the back and a handshake. It means sharing the burdens and the blessings of others so that we all grow together and glorify the Lord.

We are not to be indifferent to the joys and sorrows of others.
 The world’s motto is “Laugh and the world laughs with you; weep and you weep alone.” But that is not true of the believer. We are to enter into the joys and sorrows of other believers.
 True love never stands aloof. When love knows that another is rejoicing, it cannot contain its excitement. Instead, it celebrates his or her joy. And, with just as much empathy and passion, it grieves the loss of another as if it were its own. As an old Swedish proverb says, “Shared joy is a double joy; shared sorrow is half a sorrow.”

We are called to bear each other’s burdens in a caring and empathic way, and it takes time and space to lovingly sit with people in their pain.
 Love identifies with others, sings with them and suffers with them. Love enters deeply into their experiences and their emotions, their laughter and their tears, and feels solidarity with them, whatever their mood.
 To help others, we need to care for them, and we’ve got to communicate that concern. As Philip Yancey once wrote, “Our job, and I say this carefully, is to show we care even when God seems not to.”
 Nothing is more basic than this: People will not care how much we know until they know how much we care.
 

Empathy is not an option for the Christian. This passage commands empathy. It requires feeling with another, an emotional reaction that makes a connection with the other person.
 We must develop the attitudes of empathy. But how can a feeling be commanded? How do we develop emotions?

Developing the Actions of Empathy

Finally, we need to be developing the actions of empathy. For this we return to a verse we have considered earlier, James 1:19, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.” Quick to listen…slow to speak…slow to become angry. These are not the only actions of empathy, but these are a good place to start!
“Quick to listen” is the first action listed. This means more than merely listening intently. James wants us to genuinely receive the words that are spoken. Jesus Himself complained about hypocrites in His day in Matthew 13:14, “You will keep on hearing, but will not understand.” And He followed this sentiment with an interpretation of His parable of the sower: “The one on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, this is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; yet he has no firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he falls away” (Matthew 13:20–21).

This listening problem is still present today. Psychologist Paul Tournier has memorably said, “Listen to the conversations of our world, between nations as well as between couples. They are, for the most part, dialogues of the deaf.”
 Billions and billions of words are produced every second, but only a fraction is truly heard. All of us regularly have conversations in which we are speaking, but the vacant eyes of our hearers and their body language indicate that they are not listening. Sometimes our hearers are “on another planet,” sometimes they are so self-consumed they cannot listen, other times they are so intent on what they want to say next that they are not catching a word we are saying. And to be honest, we are often like this ourselves.

It’s better to listen than to speak. It’s better to open our ears than to open our mouths. As has often been said, God has given us two ears and only one mouth, so He obviously intends us to listen twice as much as we talk. Respectful listening is a major contribution to harmonious relationships. Reciprocal listening so that we understand each other is necessary for a harmonious relationship.
 When we stop listening to one another, our relationships fall apart.

Ecclesiastes 3:7 emphasizes an important principle—knowing when to speak and when to be quiet. Proverbs 10:19 in The Living Bible says, “Don’t talk so much. You keep putting your foot in your mouth. Be sensible and turn off the flow!”
 Proverbs 17:27-28 adds, “A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered. Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.” You thought Abraham Lincoln came up with that last line! Turns out, ol’ Honest Abe was a student of the Scriptures, and many of the famous sayings attributed to him find their basis in the pages of the Bible!
How do we do this? Focus initially on listening and understanding what the person is communicating. Guard against mentally drafting your response while he is still talking. Proverbs 18:13 warns, “He who answers before listening—that is his folly and his shame.”
 We also need to temporarily withhold judgment on the other person’s feelings, words, interpretation, and perspective until we understand them accurately.

This action is very difficult for us, though. Many of us are compulsive talkers. We don’t enjoy listening to other people talking because we’re so fond of listening to our own voice.
 We must develop the skill of being quick to listen.
The flip side of that command is to be “slow to speak.” Keeping our mouths shut makes room for thinking, pondering, meditating, considering—all the elements necessary for true listening and learning.

When we do speak, we need to choose our words carefully. Hurting people can be on the edge, and the wrong word can push them over the edge. As Proverbs 12:18 says, “Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.” We must also choose our timing carefully. Where we are at the moment may not be the right time or place for our words. Proverbs 15:23 states, “A man finds joy in giving an apt reply—and how good is a timely word!” Sadly an untimely word—even though correct—may have the opposite effect. We also need to resist the temptation to offer a quick fix for major issues or toss out magical answers.
 Frequently when people come for counseling, they don’t need a solution. They may simply need reassurance that they’re doing the best they can. Or that the solution they’ve thought of is a good one. Or maybe they merely need to be told that they’re not alone, that fine Christians have gone through this struggle before, that God still loves and accepts them.
 Don’t give advice; give reassurance.

Another important truth about when we speak is the form our words take. The effective helper communicates empathy by asking questions and listening carefully. Communication is not complete until we hear with understanding. Our questions not only help us uncover their questions and concerns, but they convey the fact that we care. By listening carefully and using questions skillfully, we communicate empathy.

Sometimes the best words are used to delegate the solution to the Lord in prayer. We let the person know that we don’t have the perfect answer, but that we can take the matter to the One who does.

James concludes this verse with the command to be “slow to become angry.” We communicate empathy to other people more by our actions and facial expressions than we do by pat statements.
 Sometimes that communication is positive, other times, not so much.

I like how The Amplified Bible renders 1 Thessalonians 5:14, “And we earnestly beseech you, brethren, admonish (warn and seriously advise) those who are out of line… encourage the timid and fainthearted, help and give your support to the weak souls, [and] be very patient with everybody [always keeping your temper].” This can be very difficult, especially when we hear of people being used and abused, or making foolish, harmful decisions for themselves and those near them. But it is a skill we can develop, just like the others. It takes time and practice, focus and intention. And, don’t forget, we have the power of Almighty God at our disposal to develop these skills!

I came across a poem that depicts empathy very well:

Something happens when we listen

not just with our ears

but with our eyes.

Something happens when we wait out

a griever’s words.

Something happens when we express our care

in calming ways.

Something happens

when we keep our promises

even when less than convenient.

Something happens when we pay attention

to the questions of the griever

rather than offer a cheap answer.

Something happens when hearts touch.

Something happens when we remember

Jesus’ promise

“Where two or three are gathered …

there I will be, too.”

Something happens when a caregiver

becomes a grief sharer.

As an expression of Christian love, empathy is a spiritual act. It is about walking in the Spirit, not walking by our personality or skills. Therefore, even the most stoic of us can learn this skill over time, at least to a degree.
 The Holy Spirit is love. He stirs us to the deepest empathy for others.
 So while we can do things to develop the skill of empathy within us, ultimately we rely on the Spirit’s power to produce His fruit in us.
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