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You may call God love, you may caJI God goodness. But the best name for God is compassion.  

-Meister Eckhart 

 

The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of the interdependence of all 

these living beings, which are all a part of one another, and all involved in one another. 

-Thomas Merton 

 

A deep distress hath humanized my soul. 

-William Wordsworth 

 

The only reason that we don't open our hearts and minds to other people is that they trigger 

confusion in us that we don't feel brave enough or sane enough to deal with. To the degree 

that we look dearly and compassionately at ourselves, we feel confident and fearless about 

looking into someone else's eyes.  

-Perna Chodron 

 

Consider This 

Compassion is feeling with another person who is in pain (com= with, passion = suffering). In 
compassion, we sacrifice our comfort to be helpful to a hurting person. The nuances of this word 
place it between pity, which is feeling but distancing, as in "those people over there, how they 
suffer:' and empathy, a word which has connotations of "feeling with," but in an enmeshed, 
unboundaried way. Neither pity nor empathy are useful to a suffering person. Only compassion 
is close enough to be helpful, but distant enough to be effective. Compassion, in other words, is 
feeling with others, but with appropriate boundaries.  

Think of it this way. In a roadside accident, most people will rubberneck and drive on, 
thinking, "Those poor people. They must have been drinking. That will never happen to me." 
This is, of course, useless to the victims, and if they heard it, it would be painful to them. It's just 
too much distance. A few people will stop and try to help, but they will so empathize with the 
pain of the victims that they will panic. Human as this is, it is also useless to sufferers. Only the 
person who is both close enough to help and emotionally distanced enough to stay calm and 
focused on the victim can actually do any good.  

Research shows that empathy really does hurt. Let's say we come across someone who 
has just broken an ankle; the parts of our brain that light up on an MRI scan are the same as if 
we had broken our own ankle. When we witness a severe trauma, unJess we have learned to 
put some boundaries between ourselves and others, our bodies might even begin to go into 
shock. Empathy is actually not a good thing. Disaster scenes require appropriate boundaries, 
but so do less fraught helping situations. If someone begins to tell me about their grief over their 



grandmother, and I over-identify with their grief (probably because I have not processed some 
grief of my own), I will not be able to be helpful. I will interrupt, give advice based on my own 
experience, and become too anxious to be a good listener, or I will become mute and withdraw 
into my own pain. Compassion takes energy, self discipline, and significant sacrifice. 

At the other extreme of reacting to another's suffering is pity: noticing, but with no 
identification at all. We react as if our situation is so different from the sufferer’s that we could 
never imagine being in the same place. I don't live in a neighborhood like that," we comfort 
ourselves after hearing about a brutal street crime. "Did he smoke?" we ask when we are told of 
someone's lung cancer. This kind of distancing will almost certainly go on in our minds; it is a 
psychological defense, and the skillful person will notice it and let it pass. Often, however, our 
anxieties are so great that we trouble the person in pain with our theories, our questions, and 
the walls we have erected between us in our minds, and we hurt them further. This defense 
mechanism is called "blaming the victim," and we see individuals, groups, and even nations 
indulging in it. 

Compassion is the middle ground of"feeling with." A compassionate person can be with 
a sufferer because she knows that suffering is part of the human condition, including her own. 
She also knows that she is not this sufferer, so she has the energy to be a calm or helpful 
presence. 

The development of non-anxious compassion is a major goal of Buddhist teachings and 
practices. Sitting quietly and watching our mind's defenses and distractions while keeping a 
sense of open-heartedness for the world is a skill that one can develop. Studies show that even 
a modest amount of this kind of practice changes how we think about others and increases our 
willingness to be helpful. Other religious traditions suggest praying for others, which requires 
similar skills and mindset. 

Among the many benefits of developing compassion is that the same skills we use to 
tolerate and be helpful in others' suffering can help us be compassionate to ourselves, if we will 
only use them. It seems that many compassionate people do not think to do this. Research 
shows that many people who find it easy to be kind to others, forgive their shortcomings, and 
accept them in spite of their flaws are very hard on themselves!  

That very lack of self-compassion puts us in some danger of depression and other 
emotional ills, and these, of course, make it hard, if not impossible, to care about others.  
Once again, there is wisdom about balancing compassion and self-compassion in the world's 
religions. Buddhist teacher Perna Chodron points out that our compassion should go to 
whomever in our life is most in need of it, and often that will be ourselves. "Love thy neighbor as 
thyself;' as Jesus said, is not just an injunction to be concerned with others; it requires 
appropriate self-love as well. And psychologists tell us that one emotion is simply impossible 
without the other. Those who would love others must also love themselves. They tell us this on 
airplanes all the time: If you are caring for a child and the masks fall, from the ceiling, put your 
own mask on first, and then help your child. If you don't, you'll faint and be useless.  

Researchers at Wake Forest University found that people who find it difficult to be kind to 
themselves often believe that doing so would lower their standards or cause them to lose 
self-control, but the opposite seems true: The less we beat up on ourselves, the more 
self-control we experience. In a carefully designed study, researchers determined that subjects 



who thought they had been recruited as taste-testers of candy ate less, not more, when they 
were encouraged to take it easy on themselves for eating extra sweets. Excused from the 
reflexive need to feel badly about yielding to temptation, they didn't need to soothe themselves 
with sweets. (This demonstrates the problem of making a willful assault on our addictions. We 
fail in self-control, give ourselves a scolding, feel bad, and are all the more prey to the very 
addiction we are trying to overcome!) Self-compassion is actually a better strategy for 
self-control, just as compassion encourages others to have self-control.  
Researcher Kristin Neff says that self-compassion consists of three things: kindness to one's 
self, the ability to moderate our negative emotions, and the understanding that "people 
(including us) are like that." She also notes that self-compassion is not self-indulgence, which is 
giving in to desires or moods with no regard to overall health. Rather, self-compassion acts for 
the long-term well-being of the self. It's also not self-pity, which is an isolated immersion in one's 
problems. People who are experiencing self-pity think that their suffering is unique, whereas 
self-compassionate people know that almost anything that afflicts them has happened to many 
other people.  

Ironically, the greatest enemy of self-compassion is pride. Excessively prideful people 
see themselves as standing above the crowd, and they usually hold themselves to very high 
standards. Because those are hard to maintain and a pinnacle is a lonely place to be, they 
become emotionally brittle and punish themselves ( and often those around them) when they 
don't measure up. For them, the first step toward self-compassion and compassion is to come 
down off that pinnacle, give up some of that self-imposed distance, and join humanity.  
And so we circle back to boundaries and come at last to compassion burn-out, which is, simply, 
the need to withdraw from suffering long enough to restore battered boundaries or return from 
the dispassionate distance our caring has required of us. The EMT who must work skillfully with 
people in terrible pain has to reopen her heart before she goes home to her children with their 
everyday hurts. The disaster helper who finds that he is beginning to weep uncontrollably with 
clients needs to take some time for healing and rebuild the appropriate emotional walls which 
will allow him to listen without over-empathizing. These tasks are different from simple rest 
(which they no doubt also need). They are a rebuilding of the self after the sacrifices of 
compassion. And when they are done well, most of us discover that our open hearts are 
bottomless; that a love that supports us and those we care for wells up unbidden and gives us 
strengths we never knew we had.  
 
Activity 

Moving toward compassion is an action of the heart rather than the mind. The Eastern 

Orthodox Church practices this heart connection with The Prayer of the Heart, a practice from 

early Christianity of praying from a prayer word and breath. Pick a word or phrase which springs 

from the heart concerning compassion, such as, "May I grow in compassion" or "Open my 

heart" or "Mercy and kindness." This phrase may be synchronized with part of the phrase on 

the in-breath and the rest of the phrase on the out-breath, or with the whole phrase being 

thought or said on the out-breath. Repeat this over and over. If thoughts distract you, let them 

go and come back to the breath phrase spoken from the heart. 



Questions to Ponder  

 

1. What memory of compassion stands out for you? Did you give it or receive it? How has 

it affected your life today? 

 

2. What does it mean to have compassion for yourself? How have you noticed compassion 

and self-compassion interacting? 

 

3. When faced with the suffering of the whole world, how do you cope with the limits of 

your compassion? 

 

4. What would a discipline of compassion look like in your life?What would it consist of? 

 

5. How have your life experiences affected your ability to be compassionate? 

 

 
 
 
 


