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Step Four: Empathy*

Luke 10:25-37

Have you ever thought back at the end of your day about who you saw that day? I don’t mean thinking about who you looked at. I mean who you saw … really saw. The action that drives the story we call the Good Samaritan is visual. It’s about looking and seeing and the difference between the two.

I have a friend that is a very accomplished artist. Her preferred subject matter is the human being, the individual, the person. She takes her sketch book out, sometimes in Indianapolis where she lives and sometimes in Mexico where she has a home, and other places she finds herself, and she just watches people. Eventually she narrows her focus to one person. She sketches that person and later completes the portrait in various mediums. The results are amazing. She captures nuances that enable her to reproduce more than just facial features and clothing. I often tell her that she has a gift for seeing into the soul of a person, most often a complete stranger. Her art captures more than physicality. It captures the essence of a person. That kind of art requires empathy.
We could look up empathy in the dictionary, and in fact I did, and it says that empathy is experiencing as one’s own the feelings of another. The thesaurus lists compassion as a synonym for empathy. In our Lenten study of Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life, the author, Karen Armstrong, says that until we are able to SEE the grief and suffering of the world and experience it empathetically “we will remain confined in an inferior version of ourselves” (92). In other words, until we cultivate the habit of empathy, we remain just a collection of body parts and the clothes we wear. Like Sleeping Beauty, we sleep through life until we’re awakened to the happily ever after that only exists in fairy tales.

Armstrong tells the story of the Buddha whose parents tried to protect him from seeing the reality of the world. They tried to create a paradise for him, but it was a delusion, and when the gods decided he had lived long enough in that artificial reality, they slipped past the guards and appeared to him, first as a sick man, then as an old man, and then a corpse, and finally a monk. The future Buddha was totally unprepared to see this suffering, but he left his paradise that very night determined to help himself and others bear the sorrow of life with serenity, creativity, and kindness (92).

We have passed the halfway point of Lent now, and the specter of the cross begins to loom larger on the horizon. Armstrong reminds us that as Christians the image of the agony of a crucified man is the definitive icon of our faith. She says that the cross is an “emblem of the cruelty that human beings have inflicted on one another from time immemorial” yet, at the very same time, “it is also a pain that redeems the world.”

How is that redemption possible? Isn’t that THE Lenten question, the question that drives us toward Golgotha and into the tomb from which we are somehow able to emerge over and over again throughout our lives. Western Christianity answered the question by developing a doctrine of atonement that teaches us that Jesus’ death on the cross absolves us from our sins, that Jesus’ death was a substitute for our own death. 

For many of us, though, that doctrine doesn’t satisfy our thirst for truth. Many of us, Armstrong notes, find it impossible to reconcile how a compassionate God requires one person’s torture as the price for our salvation. She reminds us of an alternative way to look at the cross and see its meaning, put forth by the French philosopher and theologian Peter Abelard who said that “when we look at the crucifix, our hearts break in sympathy and fellow feeling – and it is this interior movement of compassion and instinctive empathy that saves us (92)”.
This interior movement of compassion and instinctive empathy saves us. Saves us from what? Saves us for what? Among many possible answers, I want to suggest that “the interior movement of compassion and instinctive empathy” that result from courageously facing the cross and the one hanging there saves us from the complacency and the cowardice of merely looking at our world and then looking away, and it save us for the serenity, the creativity, and the kindness that result from seeing … really seeing … the world as God sees it. I want to suggest that a focus on the cross of Christ forms us into compassionate human beings who are both tender hearted and tough minded.
Let’s face it, empathy is not a valued trait in our culture. Our president was sharply criticized for suggesting that empathy is a valuable trait for a Supreme Court justice. The president’s critics charged that empathy is an emotion, and there is no room for emotion in meting out justice. An editorial in last week’s New York Times challenges that notion, though, citing “a Supreme Court ruling (Connick v. Thompson) that provides evidence  of how useful empathy is, and of how not using it can lead to glaring injustice.” The editorial concluded that “a lack of empathy keeps us from seeing the accused, guilty or not, as human beings (“Failure of Empathy and Justice” March 31, 2011)
The Bible on which witnesses are sworn in to court in our country, and the Qur’an on which witnesses swear in Arab countries, reveal the nature of a God who is compassionate and just. In fact, our entire salvation history reveals a God for whom there is no justice without compassion, a God Martin Luther King, Jr. described as tough minded and tender hearted. 
A hard hearted person, King said, passes by people every day but never really sees them, never sees people as people. Ouch. I know I rush by people every day, but am I hard hearted? Maybe. Maybe not really seeing people as people is a symptom of the busyness and the stress of demanding days that, over time, make us hard hearted. And maybe, if we even notice that, we don’t let it concern us, because, after all, we’re valued in our culture, not for our tender hearts but our tough minds.
 Sooner or later, though, we’re driven back to the cross and to the one who hung there, and we are reminded that to choose the way of Jesus is not to choose either/or but to choose both/and. The way of Jesus is the way of tempering a tough mind with a tender heart and strengthening a tender heart with the resolve of a tough mind. If we can go and do likewise, we will discover that life is abundant and creative and rewarding. 
I wonder who we might see today.

*This is the fourth of a sermon series that serves as a companion to our Lenten Study Groups that are reading Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life by Karen Armstrong.
