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I usually try to go for a laugh early in a sermon, but I don’t really have it in me 
right now.  I’m still swinging from so many feelings to maybe too few, to numbness.

The headline that maybe got to me the most since Wednesday’s shooting at 
Stoneman Douglas High School, in Parkland, Florida could be this one for a piece by 
Dan Barry published Thursday in The New York Times:

Gunfire Erupts at a School. Leaders Offer Prayers. Children Are Buried. Repeat. 

It’s like there’s too much to feel, really.  And then it seems there are those who I 
would like to see work a bit harder at feeling, at empathy.  I want them to do what I’ve 
been doing, though I recognize how hard it:  Here’s what I’ve been thinking:  what if it 
was the name of my nieces or nephews I was reading in the paper, or if it was the names 
of any of the kids downstairs, just the floor beneath me right now,— I start to feel it — 
and I confess I can only really sustain it for so long.  And maybe not all that long, really:  
it’s too much.  I think of those of you who teach and my friends who teach — I imagine 
you waving students into a classroom as shots pop in the hallway — and I will only 
stay with that imagining for so long before I stop.  Nothing about me wants to imagine 
such loss.  And I don’t want anyone to have to feel such loss, have to feel the bottom 
drop out of their world.  

What I want to think about isn’t the leaders who don’t seem to be feeling 
enough.  I’m thinking about all of us who are feeling so much.

Look for religious guidance on empathy, and that doesn’t work out so well.
empathy coined in 1908 to translate a german word coined in 1858. in feeling.  

But to be compassionate is the teaching of all the great religions.  

In the Christian gospels, Jesus proclaims what people call “the great 
commandment,” which is actually two: In the oldest gospel, Jesus is asked which is the 
first of commandments.  He starts his answer with the central Jewish prayer called the 
Shema, which is a declaration about the nature of God, and then gets into what above 
all else we should be concerned with doing: 

Jesus answered, ‘The first is, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 
you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The second is this, “You shall 



love your neighbor as yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than 
these.’ [Mark 12:29-31]
This answer is taken directly from the Hebrew Bible, from Deuteronomy (6:4-5) 

and Leviticus (19:17-18).
“Love your neighbor as yourself" is probably the line from the bible I think of 

most often.  
In Islam, the centrality of compassion is perhaps even more interesting.  The 

Islamic scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr teaches this by focusing on the Arabic word 
rahmah which means both “mercy” and “compassion.”  The term rahmah is related to 
two of the Divine Names of Allah, of God.  One is al-Rahman, the Infinitely Good.  
Another is al-Rahim, the All-Merciful. Every chapter of the Quran except one starts with 
Allah, the All-Merciful.  In his book, The Heart of Islam, Nasr points out that rahmah, is 
also “related to the Arabic term for ‘womb,’ rahim.” Nasr writes

Therefore, it might be said that the world issues from the womb of Divine Mercy 
and Compassion.  

Nasr says,
This truth is emphasized by Sufis who […] claim that the very substance of 
cosmic existence is the “Breath of the Compassionate.”  

Nasr concludes,
Compassion is therefore at the root of our very existence, the gate through which 
both revelation and creation were brought forth and therefore a central reality in 
all aspects of human life. Every aspect of the traditional life of Muslims over the 
ages has been intertwined with rahmah and inseparable from it, since 
compassion is woven into the very fiber of human existence.1

So, we must be compassionate.  But how do you do compassion?  

One thing that seems important, is to differentiate compassion from empathy.  
I wasn’t expecting to run into someone who would argue against empathy, but 

the psychologist Paul Bloom has written the book: his book is called Against Empathy: 
The Case for Rational Compassion.  Bloom says, provocatively, “Empathy has some 
unfortunate features—it is parochial, narrow-minded, and innumerate.”   He seems to 2

be arguing that guided only by empathy we would care too much about too few people.  
He talks about how a girl gone missing in Aruba got more press coverage than the 
genocide that was currently happening in Darfur.  Bloom isn’t really all against 
empathy.  He says, “Empathy is what makes us human; it’s what makes us both subjects 
and objects of moral concern. Empathy betrays us only when we take it as a moral 
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guide.”  And then he talks about our response to the school shooting in Newtown, 
Connecticut.  And I’m not sure how to take this now in the wake of last Wednesday’s 
shooting in Parkland, Florida.  But here’s what Bloom gives as an example of how 
empathy can misguide us:

Newtown, in the wake of the Sandy Hook massacre, was inundated with so 
much charity that it became a burden. More than eight hundred volunteers were 
recruited to deal with the gifts that were sent to the city—all of which kept 
arriving despite earnest pleas from Newtown officials that charity be directed 
elsewhere.  A vast warehouse was crammed with plush toys the townspeople 
had no use for; millions of dollars rolled in to this relatively affluent community.  
We felt their pain; we wanted to help. Meanwhile—just to begin a very long list
—almost twenty million American children go to bed hungry each night, and 
the federal food-stamp program is facing budget cuts […]3

What Bloom says here is hard to take partly because what’s going on isn’t just 
people feeling other people’s pain.  We’re feeling our own pain—and stress and anger 
and fear and rage.  It’s not just empathy that’s going on in us up here in Saratoga 
Springs, NY.  The trauma of a shooting even far away geographically is triggering to our 
own emotionality.  Putting ourselves in other people’s shoes is happening — but I don’t 
know where the line is between empathy and one’s own emotionality.  The other 
people’s shoes — they’re really not all that other.  There are children and young people 
in our lives, and some of us are teachers and the rest of us all know and care for a 
teacher.  It doesn’t really take all that much empathy.

Here’s what some psychologists point to as the issue:  Empathy is the ability to 
share another’s feelings.  Another’s feelings become your own.  And so there is no line 
between one’s empathy and one’s own emotions.  We take on another’s emotions.  And 
stressful emotions wear us out.  A Washington Post article cited a study of parents that 
said, on the one hand, 

… parental empathy was highly correlated with better psychological ad 
physiological well-being in adolescents. The parents in the study benefited, too, 
with highly empathic parents reporting greater self-esteem and a deeper sense 
of purpose … 

On the other hand, “The more empathic the parent, … the more likely that person was 
to be experiencing chronic low-grade inflammation.”4

Instead of focusing on empathy, feeling another’s feelings, what psychologists 
seem to be saying is that we focus more on compassion.  Paul Bloom backs this up in 
part by talking about Buddhism.  Bloom cites a book by Charles Goodman that 
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notes the distinction in Buddhists texts between “sentimental compassion,” 
which corresponds to empathy, and “great compassion,” which involves love for 
others without empathetic attachment or distress.  Sentimental compassion is to 
be avoided, as it “exhausts the bodhisattva.”5

Bloom then talks about “the collaborative work of Tania Singer, a psychologist and 
neuroscientist, and Matthieu Ricard, a Buddhist monk, meditation expert, and former 
scientist.” 

In a series of studies using fMRI brain scanning, Ricard was asked to engage in 
various types of compassion meditation directed toward people who are 
suffering. To the surprise of the investigators, these meditative states did not 
activate parts of the brain that are normally activated by non-meditators when 
they think about others’ pain. Ricard described his meditative experience as “a 
warm positive state associated with a strong prosocial motivation.”

He was then asked to put himself in an empathetic state and was scanned 
while doing so. Now the appropriate circuits associated with empathetic 
distress were activated. “The empathic sharing,” Ricard said, “very quickly 
became intolerable to me and I felt emotionally exhausted, very similar to being 
burned out.”

It is going to take a good deal of time before, in the face of trauma or pain or 
suffering, I have a consistent experience of a warm positive state associated with a 
strong prosocial motivation.  

Let it be inconsistent and let’s carry on anyway.  Feel all the feelings. With 
empathy.  With compassion.  Every now and then, we are going to feel burned out, no 
matter how good we might be at compassion or empathy or distinguishing between the 
two.  

Let the emotions roll, and let yourself take a break from them.  And let’s go 
through the motions of prayer and song and protest and activism that seem to 
strengthen our prosocial motivation whether or not we’re feeling now warm or positive.  

Here’s what seems different this time: the students are talking.  The 
compassionate thing to do is to listen, to hear, and to amplify and to broadcast them.  

[Read page 55 then 53-54 of Bullets into Bells: Poets & Citizens Respond to Gun Violence.]
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