Sharpening the Skill of Empathy #4

“The Dilemma of Empathy”

selected Scriptures

It’s funny how the meaning of words can evolve over time. For example, when I was in junior high and high school—in late 1970’s and early 1980’s—the term “burnout” was used for someone who smoked pot. (Others used the term when someone “burned rubber” by squealing the tires on their car!) Now “burnout” has a totally different meaning.

According to the APA Dictionary of Psychology, burnout is defined as “physical, emotional, or mental exhaustion accompanied by decreased motivation, lowered performance, and negative attitudes toward oneself and others. It results from performing at a high level until stress and tension, especially from extreme and prolonged physical or mental exertion or an overburdening workload, take their toll.”

This happens across the board in the workplace…and it’s getting worse. One study last year discovered that 44 percent of 1,405 surveyed U.S. employees feel burned out at work, 45 percent feel “emotionally drained” from their work, and 51 percent feel “used up” at the end of the workday.

One of the top occupations experiencing burnout is in the healthcare field, where the term “compassion fatigue” was coined several years ago. Some define caregiver burnout is a gradual state of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion due to prolonged care giving stress, while compassion fatigue is a sudden response to the emotional strain of caring for someone in distress. Both conditions can lead to negative feelings and health issues, but they arise from different experiences and timelines.

Caregiver burnout happens when you devote the majority of your time, energy and resources to taking care of others that you neglect, forget or aren’t able to take care of yourself. Not caring for your physical, emotional and mental health can severely impact the way you feel and your ability to complete your personal responsibilities. Compassion fatigue occurs when a caregiver takes on the emotional stress and trauma of a person within their care.

Another occupation where caregiver burnout/compassion fatigue is on the rise is in the ministry. In 2024, the Hartford Institute for Religion Research released a report about the health of America’s churches and the leaders that serve them in the post-COVID-19 moment. The survey was titled, “I’m Exhausted All the Time,” and it documented the growing number of American clergy who are burned out and have considered leaving either their current congregation— 44% —or the profession itself— more than half (53%).

One doesn’t have to be in professional ministry or healthcare to experience this, though. Any Christian can suffer from what I am calling “The Dilemma of Empathy.”

The Practice of Empathy

I begin with the practice of empathy. We are called to practice empathy with others. Galatians 6:2 states clearly, “Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.”
 We saw last week in Romans 12:15, “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.” Even the oft repeated command, “Love one another” encompasses empathy.

As followers of Christ we have a biblical call to compassionate, sacrificial service to others, to truly care for the brokenhearted. Living with compassion means being deeply moved by the pain of others, engaging at a true level of human connection, and not shying away from the complexity of pain, doubt, rage, guilt, and relief that hurting people can hold. This compassionate empathy can create the risk for compassion fatigue or burnout for the individual Christian engaged empathetically with others.

The Problems of Exhaustion and Enmeshment

The dilemma of empathy is learning how to practice empathy while avoiding the problems of exhaustion and enmeshment. Let’s take a look at both of these issues.

Exhaustion can happen physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, as we drain our resources to the point we simply don’t have the energy to continue. This leads to feeling overwhelmed, drained, and unable to cope with our responsibilities, leading to diminished enthusiasm and joy. That can lead to depersonalization, where we develop a cynical, negative, and apathetic attitude towards our ministry and people being served, so that we try to simply survive the day-to-day responsibilities with no passion for future growth or development in ourselves or our ministry. A low sense of personal accomplishment can follow, feeling ineffective and uninspired, leading to lower productivity and obsessive over-thinking about the difficulties of the tasks ahead.
 

Two examples in Scripture come to mind. In Exodus 18, Moses got a visit from his father-in-law, Jethro. Verses 13-18 record their interaction:

The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and they stood around him from morning till evening. When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the people, he said, “What is this you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge, while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?” 

Moses answered him, “Because the people come to me to seek God’s will. Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of God’s decrees and laws.” 

Moses’ father-in-law replied, “What you are doing is not good. You and these people who come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.”
The workload was simply too much. By continuing in this direction, Moses was a prime candidate for burnout or compassion fatigue.

“Well, I can understand Moses feeling that way,” you might be thinking. “Those Israelites did nothing but complain and cause problems!” That’s true, but ministry success can also be exhausting. Consider Elijah the prophet. In 1 Kings 18, he faced off against 450 prophets of Baal and won, calling down fire from heaven to demonstrate the Lord is God. Yet in the very next chapter, we see Elijah running for his life. Verse 4 records, “He came to a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. ‘I have had enough, Lord,’ he said. ‘Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.’” Talk about burnout! 

Even Jesus felt exhaustion. When Jesus was surrounded by a crowd, a woman who suffered from hemorrhaging touched his garment. Jesus felt power go from him and turned to ask, “Who touched me?” His vital life powers were diminished by the touch of a desperate person.
 Throughout the Gospels we see instances when Jesus was tired. One of the leading causes of this problem is exhaustion.

A second is enmeshment, which may be a less familiar term than exhaustion. Enmeshment is “a condition in which two or more people…are involved in each other’s activities and personal relationships to an excessive degree, thus limiting or precluding healthy interaction and compromising individual autonomy and identity.”
 Carl Rogers, one of the founders of humanistic psychology and psychotherapy (which means some Christians automatically distrust his insights), wrote, “To sense the client’s private world as if it were your own, but without ever losing the “as if” quality—this is empathy, and this seems essential to therapy. To sense the client’s anger, fear, or confusion as if it were your own, yet without your own anger, fear, or confusion getting bound up in it, is the condition we are endeavoring to describe.”

When we get so emotionally involved in the other person’s woes that we lose our perspective, we have become enmeshed. Now there are two suffering people. We’re no longer able to help as much as we might otherwise. Thus, as impersonal as it sounds, while we need empathy, we also need to maintain a healthy measure of detachment.

When the Bible says, “Weep with those who weep,” it doesn’t mean we should also become depressed. That verse is a call to understanding, not to taking on another person’s pain. Keep in mind that this is their depression, not yours. And you are not Christ. Only He suffered for us and bore our sins on the cross. The best we can do is to try to understand.

We can become emotionally drained by caring too much. After we reach out to them, they may leave feeling better, but now we’re absorbed in their problems, both in your emotions as well as in your thoughts.
 That is the problem of enmeshment, and it is a big part of the dilemma of empathy.
The Prevention of Extinction

So what can we do about it? I conclude with the prevention of extinction. In the words of Bruce Parmenter, “We need to care for ourselves as well as for others. Self-care requires a break from empathy, a time when you are empathetic to yourself.”

I know that “self-care” sounds terribly unspiritual, even selfish. But self-care is not selfish. Like the “Oxygen Mask Theology” I mentioned in an earlier message, we must take care of ourselves in order to take care of others. Self-care means attending to our physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual needs so that we do not fall prey to the problems of burnout or compassion fatigue.

Physically we need to eat right, exercise, and get proper rest. Mentally we need to occasionally take a break from studying and learning; it’s okay to watch some television or a movie or read a fun book for a change. Emotionally we need to connect with others who are not in trouble at the moment, where we can just enjoy their company and laugh. Spiritually we need to maintain an active prayer life, spending time in God’s Word and with God’s people. Effective self-care involves preventive maintenance as well as asking for help when personal resources are inadequate to maintain physical, emotional, and spiritual health.
 Make sure to maintain a balance in your life.

When Elijah was emotionally and spiritually drained to the point of giving up, God knew that what he needed was a good nap and a meal! No sermon. No rebuke. No blame. No shame. No lightning bolt from heaven, saying, “Look at you! Get up, you worthless ingrate! Get on your feet! Quickly, back on the job!” Instead, God said, “Take it easy. Relax. You haven’t had a good meal in a long time.” Then He catered a meal of freshly baked bread and cool, refreshing water.
 Physical refreshment can do a world of good for our emotional and spiritual perspectives!

We can take an emotional break as well as a physical break. One writer calls this an “emotional Sabbath,” which allows us to take a recess from emotional burdens by placing them into the hands of God, who desires to and is capable to care much more than we ever could. To Sabbath is to put into context the things that we think are important and to remember that they are not ultimate. God is ultimate. Our emotional burdens are not. When you are no longer attending to the system of the world, you find that it keeps going on without you. This Sabbath is an act of obedience to God to give up, for one day, carrying the burdens of the world and simply letting things be the way they are. When we enter the Sabbath, we become humbled by the fact that God cares far more for the broken world than we do. His lordship and care for the world do not cease when we choose to take a day to rest. We cannot help the world the way we are supposed to without moments of rest and restoration, when we turn our attention to the living God.

Other preventatives include setting appropriate boundaries, learning the power of saying no, learning to delegate, and maintaining a personal support system.
 Setting appropriate boundaries may include limiting our availability to others. I like to limit my interactions to between 9 am and 9 pm, except in extreme emergencies. If you are dealing with one person empathetically, you may not be able to take on another. You must come to the conclusion, “There are some people I simply can’t help. Their problems are simply beyond my capabilities.”
 

Moses’ father-in-law Jethro recommended delegation in Exodus 19:17-23, 

“What you are doing is not good. You and these people who come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone. Listen now to me and I will give you some advice, and may God be with you. You must be the people’s representative before God and bring their disputes to him. Teach them the decrees and laws, and show them the way to live and the duties they are to perform. But select capable men from all the people—men who fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain—and appoint them as officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have them bring every difficult case to you; the simple cases they can decide themselves. That will make your load lighter, because they will share it with you. If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to stand the strain, and all these people will go home satisfied.”

We don’t have to do it all. Truth is, we can’t do it all! It’s okay to admit that and allow others to fulfill their roles in the body of Christ.

Finally we need to establish and maintain a personal support system. If we find ourselves “carrying one another’s burdens” a lot, we need to find those who will help us carry ours. Even in the act of empathizing we need those to whom we can  unload what you’ve heard or been through. In disasters or major trauma events, those who are helping go through a daily debriefing in order to avoid burnout or compassion fatigue.
 I first learned about debriefings through the fire service, and I have led a number of these with different departments and even individuals. Helping others can be heady; being helped by others can be humbling. We need the balance of receiving help as well as giving help. 

Empathy can be extremely helpful to others; it can be exhausting to ourselves. I know some people say, “I’d rather burn out than rust out!” But either way, you’re “out”!
 That is not the Christian way.

Jesus said in Matthew 11:28-30, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” We call need to find our rest in Him.

That applies to the caregiver as well as the care receiver.
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