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For Tennyson—because of you, I found empathy. Forever grateful for your life.


To my brother, Krist—the most meaningful voice in my life and the greatest example of one who lives out this generous and wild empathy.





FOREWORD


by Judah Smith


Tracy and I are cousins, so we have a long history together. And by “history,” I mean a lot of great memories with an occasional family drama thrown in. In retrospect, I might have been the source of much of the drama. I’ve always had a flair for the dramatic. Anyway, many of my favorite childhood memories involve my cousins. We played together, we laughed together, we fought together, we spent holidays and vacations together.


I remember one holiday when I was eleven years old. It was winter, and several of us cousins had been playing together outside in the snow. We were heading back to the house when I slipped and fell flat on my back. Hard. I was sure I heard my spine snap or a rib break. I instantly started yelling, “I can’t move anything! I broke my back, guys! It hurts so bad!” As I said, I’ve always been dramatic.


I was certain I was on the verge of death or at least suffering from a punctured lung, but my cousins didn’t seem to share my concern. As a matter of fact, I specifically remember Tracy laughing. “Judah, you’re fine. Just get up.”


I refused. I lay on the driveway, whimpering pathetically, certain the chill I felt was the icy breath of death. It didn’t occur to me at the time that I was lying in snow.


Finally, I told one of my cousins to find my mom and to tell her my back was broken and I needed her to come. Five minutes later, he came back—without my mom. He had a message from her, though: “Tell Judah his back isn’t broken and to get up.” Welcome to my childhood.


So I got up. And of course, my back was fine.


My point here is not that Tracy laughed at me (and then wrote a book about empathy twenty-five years later . . . oh, the irony). The point is that we all find ourselves flat on our backs at times. And in most cases, the circumstances are much more real than my imagined paralysis. In moments like those, being surrounded by friends who know about you, care about you, and stand beside you is essential.


I experienced this firsthand a few years ago when my father passed away from cancer. The initial months after his passing were the darkest of my life. I discovered the force and fury of true grief. I walked unwitting and unprepared into storms greater than any I’ve ever faced. Storms of doubt. Storms of discouragement. Storms of depression. It was a dark time for my soul, and it took longer than I could have imagined to find peace and stability again.


As I look back on my journey of grief and healing, two things stand out. First, God’s unconditional grace sustained me every step of the way. I can’t claim to have always been aware of it or to have appreciated it, but he led me, he held me, and he healed me.


Second, I was surrounded by the right people. Some were family, some were friends, some were leaders in our church, some were professional counselors. They had different approaches and different roles, but they shared one thing: true empathy. They knew me and they loved me, just as I was. No matter what I was going through. And no matter how long it took.


These people quite literally saved my life. Not with their words or counsel, helpful though that might have been. They saved me with love. They unconditionally stood with me, often silent, often weeping, as my soul found its way through the unfamiliar labyrinth of grief.


Empathy might be one of the truest qualities of authentic relationships. Empathy isn’t about giving advice or shouting criticism from the outside. Anyone can do that. Empathy is about standing shoulder to shoulder with a friend, facing life together. It’s about taking the time to walk a mile in his or her moccasins. It’s about weeping with those who weep, laughing with those who laugh.


Here’s the problem, though: I’ve discovered I’m better at receiving empathy than giving it. Much better. And I’m guessing you can relate. In this fast-paced and results-oriented world, empathy often goes underrated and uncelebrated. We tend to value empathy when we need it and when we receive it, but we too easily forget to show it to others. It takes effort and intentionality to see beyond ourselves and to voluntarily feel what others are feeling.


That is why this book is so timely and compelling. Finding the Lost Art of Empathy presents a clear, insightful portrait of the kind of friend we all value—and the kind of friend we want to become. Tracy defines God’s empathy toward us, which finds its greatest expression in Jesus. She describes how that empathy flows through us to those around us. And finally, she demonstrates what this human-to-human connection can produce in our relationships.


Without a doubt, this book will produce positive change in your heart and in your friendships. You will find yourself more aware of those around you; you will be quicker to hear, slower to speak, and slower to judge.


I can’t promise it will always be comfortable. Quite the opposite, actually. Empathy is risky, as Tracy points out. But once you experience the results of this kind of love, compassion, and concern—once you rediscover the lost art of empathy—you’ll never go back.





INTRODUCTION


Eight years ago, I stood in the middle of a Barnes & Noble store with my face in my hands and cried uncontrollably. I felt completely humiliated for breaking down in a public place. When I went there, I thought I could at least control when and where I completely lost it. But I had no control. I was heartbroken, confused, embarrassed, and desperate for answers. This was one of the few outings I had attempted (by myself) since the death of Tennyson. We had planned to marry that coming May.


It had been almost a year since we met. One weekend, I got suckered into being a driver for a youth conference our church was hosting. It was supposed to be my day off, but I was one of the few people who could rent a car since I was over the age of twenty-five (and being the pastor’s kid, these are the kinds of things you get volunteered for whether you want to or not). So I found myself racing back and forth on a cold winter day between the airport and the conference center, picking up featured speakers and musicians and then driving them back to the conference center. I’ll admit that I was a bit annoyed that I found myself playing taxi driver instead of eating cereal in my pajamas. The idea of doing literally anything else sounded pretty awesome.


However, thankfully, my sister, Rachelle, was my copilot throughout the day. She’s two and a half years older than me and my built-in best friend for life. She and her husband, Mark, had been married for just over a year, so it was fun to have some one-on-one time with her again. We worked out a pretty efficient system. I would drive, and she would go inside the airport to locate the individuals we were sent to pick up. On one of the trips, Rachelle rushed back to the car and said, “One of the guys is single and cute. Look pretty!” Rachelle was right. The single one was cute and charming and very intent on talking to me on our way to the conference center. He was tall, confident, kind, and loved God—all the things I wanted and considered in a possible husband. And after eight months of dating, we had the ultimate DTR (define the relationship). Yep, we finally had the marriage talk in a sandwich shop in Washington, DC, on a perfect sunny Friday afternoon in October.


Tennyson looked at me with his signature smile and told me he wanted to marry me, and I said I wanted to marry him too. He wasn’t proposing but was trying to figure out logistics and schedules. A little unromantic, sure, but we both lived busy lives and lived in different places. I was commuting between my home in Boise, Idaho, and work in Washington, DC, and he lived in Boulder, Colorado, and traveled extensively for ministry. So after a bit of schedule shuffling, we decided May of the next year (just seven months away) would be the best month to get married. He said we would look at rings when I visited him and his family for Thanksgiving. This made me rather certain he would propose over Christmas while he was visiting me and my family. We left the sandwich shop, and I drove him to the airport and said good-bye. I didn’t know it would be the last time I would see him.


Maybe it’s in retrospect, but I drove away with the strangest feeling. The first man I ever said I loved just told me he wanted to marry me, and I knew that when he asked, I would say yes. But deep down I had a nagging and sick feeling that we were never going to get married.


Four days later, my nagging feelings became reality. Tennyson suddenly went missing. Friends and family couldn’t find him, his phone kept going straight to voice mail, and text messages were never returned. My worst fears were realized when his body was found in the Rocky Mountains a few days later. I was devastated. I was left with a broken heart and so many unanswered questions—answers I still haven’t found and may never get.


When I got the bad news, the weather every day that followed was cloudy, dark, and scary—an accurate reflection of how I felt.


The days and weeks that followed also brought sudden and uncontrollable outbursts of tears, just like in Barnes & Noble. Then I experienced my first panic attack. Until then I had never struggled with fear or anxiety. When it hit, I was sitting in a crowded Starbucks, and the room quickly began to close in on me. Every person around me was spinning or blurry. My heart started racing and beating so hard and fast that I thought it was going to beat out of my chest. My entire body began to sweat. I wanted to run away, but I was paralyzed by fear and couldn’t move or speak. I felt as though I was trapped and suffocating in my own body with no escape. I thought I was going to die. Terrifying doesn’t even begin to describe the experience. Even worse, it was the first of more to come. Every day I was full of fear, not knowing when and where another episode would strike again.


Between the random and unannounced panic attacks and the unexpected and uncontrollable outburst of tears, I rarely felt safe leaving the house alone, if at all. But there I was in a bookstore trying to find a book to help me. Books and words have always been a source of security and guidance for me. When I wanted to learn to knit, I got a book on knitting. When I wanted to learn more about a person of significance, I read the person’s biography or autobiography. And now, I was grieving and feeling alone and displaced in the very place I normally felt at home. All I wanted was something to relate to—someone or something to connect with.


I needed something to tell me how to stop feeling terrible.


I needed something to tell me how to get better.


I needed something to hold on to.


I just needed a book.


I didn’t know how to open my Bible anymore, the book I had held fast to all my life. The book that had always guided me. I was scared and alone and knew the ancient words of the text would tell me something I didn’t want to hear in this moment: God is sovereign still. In that moment I just wanted a book that told me how to stop hurting.


Surely Barnes & Noble would have a book to help a woman who told the man she loved on a Friday that she would marry him and the following Tuesday he was gone. Right?


With makeup-clouded tears streaming down my face and staining my shirt and my broken heart on display, I quietly but fervently whispered to myself, “One day, when I get through this, I’m going to write a book to help people who are hurting not to feel so alone.”


We have all been that woman crying in Barnes & Noble. We have all felt alone, scared, and desperate for answers.


However, in that moment I didn’t feel relatable. I felt alone. I felt isolated. I felt invisible. I felt like everyone was busy living their happy, easy, and content lives, but as I looked around, I noticed something: the people around me who looked so busy and preoccupied—they were looking at their phones or wearing headphones as they walked around the store—might be hurting too. Everyone has a story. Everyone has had deep moments of pain and tragedy.


I started looking at faces and realized that we don’t really look at each other—maybe because we’re too focused on getting in and getting out of places. Maybe it’s because it’s a socially awkward thing to do. But when we don’t look at each other, we don’t know who might be hurting and could use a smile or a hello (unless, of course, they are crying uncontrollably like I was). We rarely know what kind of day a person is really having—something we could quickly determine if we simply looked. The saddest part is that we often don’t even care to know. It’s no secret we live among pain. Divorce happens all too often. Death comes before we are prepared to say good-bye to a loved one. Sickness unfairly inflicts bodies. Disappointments are inevitable—this is why we need one another. We need people who care. We need empathy.


  •  •  •  


I’ve come a long way since the public panic attacks and uncontrollable sobs in random establishments. I moved through grief and let grief move through me. I embraced the process and its stages and allowed it to shape me into a person who sees and hears others more clearly, loves more freely, and forgives more easily. Struggles have a way of doing that for us if we let them. Traversing through life’s treacherous paths gives us a lens to see the world through, a lens shaped by empathy. Tennyson’s life and death taught me that. He taught me that people matter more than my perspective and opinions. What other people think, feel, and say matters. Empathy matters. It’s not that I didn’t love people before, but I didn’t really see and hear them as I do now. Now, I’ll be the first one to run into the battlefield with you. I’ll be the last one to leave your side.


That’s the power of empathy.


It gives us the ability to see from someone else’s perspective and hear and understand that person’s story in a new way. It becomes more about others than it is about self. I’m not perfect at it yet, but I’m committed to it. I’ve discovered some tools that have helped me journey down a more empathetic path as well as some barriers that try to keep me from walking in empathy. I think back to that moment in the bookstore and constantly try to give people what I wanted most in that moment. I try not to get caught up in my own actions and transactions and instead look at the people around me.


However, the first barrier we all must overcome is self.


We are a self-obsessed culture. It’s not hard to find the evidence. Take a look at your TV, computer, phone, or even current song lyrics. We are so preoccupied with ourselves that we don’t even seem to have the mental capacity to think about anyone else’s feelings, happiness, or difficult circumstances. We dominate conversations rather than ask probing questions. We refresh our Instagram throughout the day but don’t take time to look up and say hello to a neighbor, much less a stranger. And smartphones now have a category in their camera roll designated for all your selfies! Self-obsession seems to have become a pathological condition. And sadly, because we’re so self-focused, we have lost the art of showing empathy. We’ve lost the ability to even notice that someone is hurting and could use a kind look, a touch, a hug, or words of comfort.


  •  •  •  


So, how is it that we hardly see one another anymore? What can we do to be less isolated and self-focused? How can we find ourselves without being absorbed with self? What are we afraid of when it comes to human connectedness? If God made us to be relational, why do we often avoid contact with others? What is the root problem of our bent toward isolation, and what is the solution?


These are a few of the questions I’ve asked myself since that day in Barnes & Noble and have subsequently tried to find the answers. In my search for deeper understanding, I have come to one conclusion: the root answer begins with losing yourself. Lose the self. Lose the selfies. Lose your life. Simple? Not even a little bit! This concept has been a problem since the beginning of time, and it has gotten worse. Jesus spoke to the human condition of self-obsession when he instructed his disciples to “lose” their lives: “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel will save it” (Mark 8:35). Over two thousand years later, we’re all still working on this.


What does it mean to lose your life? It is to live beyond yourself. It’s the antidote to self.


How do you lose your life? We must unself ourselves. The human condition is at its best and has potential for flourishing only when it turns away from self and lives in community with God and others.


So, back to Barnes & Noble.


I felt desperately alone. I wanted—no, needed—a book or a person to connect with. I needed someone to truly hear me and understand. I didn’t want fluffy answers to the difficult questions in my heart or meaningless words to fill a void. Maybe I didn’t need a book at all. Maybe I just needed love. Needed to be surrounded. Needed to know I wasn’t alone. I needed empathy.


Through my journey of becoming a pastor, I’ve learned that a much simpler lifestyle is buried under thousands of years of cultures, with a much slower pace of living and a compassionate church from which Jesus, the supreme example, displayed what is now the lost art of empathy. It is an art so incredibly astounding that it could end wars and connect nations. It could save families from ruin. It could save couples from divorce. And it could help a brokenhearted girl, bawling her eyes out in a bookstore, find comfort and relief.


This book is an effort to rediscover the lost art of empathy.


I hope and pray that as a result of reading these pages, you will imagine and dream with me about a world filled with empathy. A place where shame and embarrassment don’t exist, forgiveness freely flows, love and care for one another is as steady and natural as the air we breathe. A world where the hurting can heal, the broken can mend, and the lost can find home. Sounds a lot like heaven coming down, doesn’t it? That’s because it is. This is why Jesus taught the disciples to pray in Matthew 6:10 (NIV), he said, “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” He also said in Matthew 22:39 (ESV) to “love your neighbor as yourself.” In a world that’s known for self, let’s be the agents of change and transform the narrative of self and make our lives and this world about reflecting heaven and loving our neighbor.





CHAPTER 1


Sympathy versus Empathy


Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.


—WINSTON CHURCHILL


I say, “I love you,” to everyone.


I say, “I love you,” to my family. I say, “I love you,” to my friends. I say, “I love you,” to my neighbor Marilee. I say, “I love you,” to people I’ve just met. I say, “I love you,” to my dog. Most important, I say, “I love you,” to baristas because they give me coffee.


I freely say “I love you” because I love people. But it can get weird.


The other day when I was at a meeting, I noticed a man I didn’t recognize wave to me from across the room with a big smile, leading me to believe that I knew him. But I didn’t that I could remember. So as I walked across the room, I dug deep into the recesses of my mind to recall who the guy is and how I know this smiling stranger.


By the time I approach him, I’ve got nothing.


I don’t know if he’s from my church. I don’t know if he works at my dry cleaners. I don’t know if he’s my fifth-grade teacher. All I know is he’s still smiling and seems to know who I am.


So naturally, as that distance between us grows smaller and being a naturally loving person, I go in for the awkward hug. After the uncomfortable embrace, made more uncomfortable by my nerve-induced sweat, he makes a formal introduction, and I realize I didn’t recognize him because I didn’t know him!


Given my propensity for loving people in general, I’ll probably always love and hug friendly strangers. But the reality is that there is a difference between loving a stranger or an acquaintance and showing love toward someone you know.


Think about the starting point of any relationship. It can start off really awkward, but then you get to know the person—you know their favorite food, how many siblings they have, where they’re from, whether they are an INTJ or an ENFP (by the way, I’m an ESFJ). Obviously the level of your love for someone will develop and grow deeper the more you get to know that person. My love for the smiling stranger came from my overall love for people—for God’s children. But my sister? Of course, my love for her runs far deeper.


There is a similar difference between sympathy and empathy.


When you sympathize with someone, you go online or to a store and peruse the sympathy cards. You usually find an array of visuals ranging from elegant-looking lilies to mopey-eyed puppies. You grab one, write “With love” and sign your name, seal and stamp it, and stick it in the mailbox.


Easy enough.


But when you show empathy, you step into a much deeper level of another person’s pain. You jump in the pit and get your hands dirty. This can be done in a number of ways, and there are no limits. You can go to the hospital and sit with someone who is waiting to receive the good or bad news. You listen and attempt to understand the breadth of the situation, no matter how troubling or difficult. You’re physically and emotionally available for whatever the need is at the time.


It’s not so easy.


And it’s where so many of us walk on by.


  •  •  •  


In my research to understand the difference between sympathy and empathy, I went back to the root of each word. For instance, sympathy comes from the Greek origin sun, meaning with, plus pathos, meaning feeling. So sympathy means with feeling.


On the flip side, empathy is em, meaning in, plus pathos, meaning feeling. In feeling. In the situation. In the valley with another hurting soul.


In a nutshell, sympathy skims the surface. That’s not a bad thing; it’s appropriate to show sympathy some of the time. But empathy goes deeper: it includes action. The key difference between the two is that the former can be shown without full understanding or connection.


Sympathy feels a lot like signing a card with love or giving a sweaty hug to a stranger.


Empathy is a whole lot more. It feels like being in feeling.


It feels (kind of) like being in love.


Walk a Mile


Please bear with me a moment while I attempt to get a little scientific on you. Keep in mind that I am by no means an expert (my only C in college was in biology), but I am an answer-seeking and research-collecting kind of woman, and I will indulge here.


Recent work in neuroscience has unlocked tremendous findings about empathy and the human brain. In one of philosophy’s most famous and long-standing texts, Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes wrote that we humans are wired as self-interested creatures who seek only our own individual desires and needs. This philosophy of self-interest has certainly dominated our Western thinking. However, there is proof that we are also wired for empathy.


The discovery came from a team of neuroscientists at the University of Parma, Italy, in 1990. Italian researcher Giacomo Rizzolatti and his team (Luciano Fadiga, Vittorio Gallese, and Leonardo Fogassi) conducted experiments on monkeys with an implanted electrode in their brains. While observing the monkeys, the researchers discovered that a certain part of the monkey’s brain, the premotor cortex, was activated when the monkey picked up an object. Later, they discovered quite inadvertently that the same part of the monkey’s brain was activated and lit up when the monkey saw one of the researchers picking up that same object. Roman Krznaric, a social philosopher and leading voice on empathy, notes in his book Empathy Why It Matters, and How to Get It that this finding was later confirmed through more experiments with monkeys and humans by using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI).I We’ve all experienced this phenomenon when we see someone stub his or her toe and we wince in pain as if we too had stubbed our toe.


Krznaric explains this groundbreaking evidence:


They had accidentally discovered “mirror neurons.” These are neurons that fire up both when we experience something (such as pain) and also when we see somebody else going through the same experience. People with lots of mirror cells tend to be more empathetic, especially in terms of sharing emotions. According to Rizzolatti, “mirror neurons allow us to grasp the minds of others not through conceptual reasoning but through direct stimulation.” Eminent neuroscientist Vilanyanur Ramachandran has compared the discovery of mirror neurons to Crick and Watson’s double-helix revelation: “I predict that mirror neurons will do for psychology what DNA did for biology.”II


If nothing else, this discovery of mirror neurons finally helps me solve the mystery as to why I yawn every time I see another person yawn: it is because of my empathetic brain! So we are actually wired for empathy. Great news! But if we are wired for it, then why don’t we respond to our empathetic impulses? Well, mirror neurons are only part of the story.


We might be wired for empathy, but our brains aren’t always activated for it.


Jeremy Rifkin, an American social theorist, shows in his book The Empathetic Civilization that although we have the ability for emotional empathy, which is fired by our mirror neurons, there is another side to our empathetic brain, which is our cognitive empathy. This is the aspect of empathy that helps us to understand not just the feelings of others but their thoughts as well. Cognitive empathy is putting yourself in someone’s else place or perspective.


Rifkin argues that when this cognitive part of empathy is practiced,


one develops a moral sensitivity to the extent one is embedded, from infancy, in a nurturing parental, familial, and neighborhood environment. Society can foster that environment by providing the appropriate social and public context. While primitive empathic potential is wired into the brain chemistry of some mammals, and especially the primates, its mature expression in humans requires learning and practice and a conducive environment.III


In other words, we can train ourselves to be more empathetic by putting ourselves in an emotionally neutral state and then letting our neutral emotions enter into another person’s pain and think from his or her perspective. Strictly speaking, we can become more empathetic by training ourselves to think about a situation from our own point of view and from someone else’s. The problem is that we often struggle to make this brain connection due to the fact that we rely on our own thoughts and feelings as a reference for viewing others rather than a neutral state. I call this the Thomas Hobbes effect. Simply put, we don’t know how to put ourselves in another person’s world. We rely on our own feelings, self-interests, and experiences to be our gauge for empathy. For example, if you have spent the holidays with your entire extended family, you have a pretty good gauge on your empathy scale when you take a look at blending family traditions. As we get older and start our own families, we also begin new traditions and preferences, and they often look drastically different from those of our other family members. Instead of recognizing how foolish it is to be obsessed with our self-interest and traditions, we often explode with anger and frustration at our loved ones because one person wants to open presents Christmas Eve while the other person wants to open them Christmas morning.
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