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One wonders . . . 
how individual and collective lack of empathy has affected the history of humankind. 
 

What did people experience when they were among the mob that called for Jesus  
to be crucified? 
 

What regrets did individuals suffer when they understood that they had followed  
a crazed leader who insisted one race was superior to all others? Was there comfort 
in saying “I didn’t know what was happening” or “I was only following orders?” 
 

Why do we, who are so blessed, accept and follow leaders who stoke our sense of  
victimhood and appeal to our most selfish interests? 
 

How did a mother and child feel when they were cruelly separated at our border  
and placed in the equivalent of a concentration camp? Does the mother hear, every  
day in her head, the cries of fear of her child, with no chance of giving comfort? 
 

Why do we justify cruelty by ignoring our conscience? 
 

Is it easier to avoid looking into people’s eyes and hearing their stories of fear, pain  
and panic while struggling to make better lives for themselves? 
 

Maybe we can’t personally help every individual who carries a “Will Work for Food”  
sign as we drive past them. But we can and should  respect their dignity as God’s child,     
say a prayer for them and support institutions that feed, clothe and shelter these people. 
 
 

        Maybe Christ’s call to love one another is another definition of empathy. 
          With His help we can all accept the challenge and pray for the courage 
                                   to approach each other with open hearts. 
                                                                              Annie Wiesen 
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The pandemic of COVID-19 is real.  
 

It is painful.  
But there’s another pandemic,  

not of the viral kind, 
 but of the spiritual kind.  

It is a pandemic of the human spirit, 
when our lives are focused  

on ourselves,  
when the self becomes the center  
of the world and of the universe. 

 

It is a pandemic of self-centeredness. 
 

 And it may be even  
more destructive than a virus. . . .  

 

There is a cure for this pandemic.  
 

Unselfish sacrificial love. 
 

                                   The Most Rev. Michael Curry,   
               Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church 

Nobody cares 
 how much you know  

until they know  
how much you care.  

Theodore Roosevelt 
     

Empathy is a Bridge 
     Approaching another person, perhaps in the position of being a helper,  
with the mind-set of, “I know what is best for you,” doesn’t work. 
 

     Empathy does. It is a bridge that allows the feeling of common humanity to 
flow, and the interaction between people is much better. 
 

     Any sort of work which needs engagement between people –  providing  
physical care for another, bringing items people need, teaching in school,  
providing spiritual care – needs empathy.  These are just some examples; I know  
I have missed many others. 
 

     I have to have and show empathy when I go into a hospital room to play  
for someone. Music can be a bridge, but it helps if the empathy bridge is built first. 
 

                                                                                                                Mary Utschig 
                                                               (Mary is a healing harpist at St. Joseph Hospital) 
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      As a social worker who spent the majority of my career doing home 
visits, I found that empathy, the ability to understand people’s feelings or 
problems—and compassion, an understanding for people who are suffering, 
are not qualities that are reserved for emergencies. They begin long before 
a crisis in a person’s life. They start with building a relationship of trust.  
 

      The agency I worked for promoted a strength-based policy. This is  
the belief that all people have strengths and the capacity to make decisions  
that are in their best interest. We were trained to look for a person’s 
strengths not their defects. In other words, we were not there to ‘fix” them 
but to emphasize the qualities that they already had to build a future for 
themselves and their families.  
 

      Sometimes this seemed like an impossible task, but if you believed in 
the philosophy, you could always find positives to build upon. I would  
never be welcome in a home if I was critical or tried to change people. It 
was a privilege to be allowed into someone’s home. That privilege came 
with the responsibility to listen and build a relationship, a relationship 
founded on trust—which led to compassion, empathy and mutual respect.  
                          

                                                                                    Trudy Ranallo 

A Strength-Based Perspective 

Empathy and  
compassion  

start  
with building  
a relationship  

of trust. 

 One of the most important lessons . . . 
I learned in nursing school was the validity of others’ experience, particularly 
regarding pain. Ask people what hurts, I was instructed, and then believe  
them, because you have no other way to delve into their experience.  
 

      The lesson continues to serve me well as I try to understand the racism of 
our country. Over the past few years I have been reading non-white authors, 
whether it be memoirs, essays or speeches. The only way to tap into their life 
experience is to believe what they say. I have to suspend my views and kindle 
curiosity about their experience. I have to admit to not having a clue. I enter  
a different world, with different rules and different interpretations. Even if it  
does not make total sense to me, I try to hear and respect their telling. I try  
to ponder it in my heart.  
 

      But for whatever reason I cannot find the same openness for the words  
of white supremacists. Is their way of expressing their ideas too jarring for  
me? Their words hit me like a battle cry not desiring understanding, only  
compliance. Yet God and the world call for connection, for understanding.  
My challenge is to peer beneath the roughness I perceive, to find the core  
human experiences that are open to understanding. I have not begun to do 
that; it is a wisdom I still hope to learn.        
                                                                                                                 Mary Krolikowski 
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    So many different types of music in our world have  
        enabled me to be a more empathe"c person.  
 

  I so enjoy listening and par"cipa"ng in music of other     
  cultures. It has definitely broadened my horizons and  
  has helped me to understand that music can join the  
  hearts of humankind. I feel a oneness in the music that  
  can only be described as transcendental joy.  
                                                                                      Kris Reck 

      It is in retrospect and in a lived exper-
ience that this thought becomes fully  
comprehensible. When we think of Mother 
Teresa— how she embodied a lifestyle of 
“loving your neighbor,” what quality comes 
to mind?  
 

      The British clinical psychologist and 
Cambridge professor, Simon Baron-Cohen 
has stated “Empathy is like a universal sol-
vent. Any problem immersed in empathy 
becomes soluble.” I wholeheartedly agree. 
Empathy is key to our ability to become  
our best self. Our individual habits, mind-
sets and  choices impact our collective 
climate—sometimes well beyond our  
conscious awareness.  
 

     Empathy as a virtue means to be  
connected to another in common                 
humanity. It protects us from prejudice, 

blame and judgment. In my role as teacher, 
I intentionally and constantly extend to 
youth an understanding of virtuous living.  
I hope to always instil that it is our virtues, 
our inner qualities that will speak to the 
content of our character and the elements 
of our human spirit. Our habits matter, and 
we must be aware of how we respond to 
one another.  
 

     Empathy inspires us to be open to the 
working of the Holy Spirit within us. Empa-
thy is central to the teaching of Jesus 
Christ. Empathy is essential to the fruition 
of God’s will being brought into reality.  
Empathy is so needed in our country’s  
current climate. And it is something each  
of us, as disciples, should attain in our quest 
as saintly Christians.    
 

                                            Margaret Lee     

People will forget what you say to them, but  
they will always remember how you make them feel.  
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        Fr. Jack told this story. 
   When he was leading scripture  
   study at St. Thomas Parish in  
   the 80’s, one of the older ladies  
   in the group mused, “We’re so  
   lucky to be living where we do;  
   we see the poor and needy  
   around us all the time.” 

What’s the Difference? 
      If you ask me what the difference is between  
empathy and sympathy, I can tell you in two words: 
for and with. 
 

       Both words address FEELINGS. If I feel sympathy 
for someone, I am feeling sorry FOR them. (As in 
“Oh, I’m sorry for your loss.”) If I am feel empathy 
with someone, I recognize the pain, the sorrow, the 
grief someone is experiencing because I have felt 
that same pain, that same sorrow, that same grief, 
and I am bonding my feeling with their 
feeling. 
 

       Both responses are good, but I 
like empathy better. It seems to last 
longer and is more effective. Here’s an 
example: I have been pregnant five times, and lost 
three of my children to death during pregnancy. In 
some ways, people who felt sympathy for me 
seemed to add to my grief because I felt singled out,  
different, apart, maybe even a “failure.” But people 
who felt empathy for me were able to convey their 
support by standing with me in my grief. 
 
       I recognized the distinction between empathy 
and sympathy early on in the loss of my first child. 
Benjamin was full term when he died, having gotten 
the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck. I was 

surprised to realize that the hospital chaplain, a 
priest, was able to relate so effectively to my grief. 
How could that be? He was a man and had never 
been pregnant; he was not married and had never 
fathered a child. But he had experienced deep and 
profound loss in his life; he had grieved deeply and  
so because he was in touch with those feelings,  
he was able to convey genuine empathy towards  
me, which was a tremendous help in my journey  
towards healing. 

       Our theology teaches us  that all    
    people are created in the image and  
   likeness of God. It has nothing to do  
 with our gender (God is neither male 

nor female). But it has everything to do 
with our ability to relate to one another in true LOVE. 
Our Trinitarian God (three persons in one God) is  
perfect relationship. I think it was St. Augustine who  
described the Trinity as the Lover, the Beloved, and 
the Love between them. Our God is absolutely an 
 empathetic God!   
 

       So, it seems to me that whenever we are truly 
open to giving love or receiving love, we are imaging 
God.  And THAT is the only way to truly be Church.                                                                                                        
 

                                                                            June Wessa                                                   

Our God is absolutely  
an empathetic God! 

 

When a new kid arrived in my middle school class, I noticed that often it was 
the kid who was a bit of an outsider—because he wasn’t as popular or as  
confident as others in the class—was the first to reach out to the new kid. You 
might say it was because that kid thought that this new kid might become a 
friend. Or perhaps it was because he knew how it felt to be an “outsider?”  

“The parents of the good kids always come to conferences; 
why don’t the parents of kids we’re having problems with 
show up?” I grew to understand why when one of my  
children was struggling. Stress at home is a lot to handle; 
do the parents really want to go to hear more negative 
comments about a child who is already bringing them so 
much pain? And so I became the spokesperson for the  
parents of those problem kids, “You don’t know what’s  
going on at home with __. Maybe ANY positive comment 
would help the kid AND the parents.”                 bmd 

 M  
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     When someone says, “I feel your pain,” 
have you ever wondered if they are telling 
the truth?  When it involves friends, it’s  
often meant to be good-natured ribbing, 
like when I miss that short putt on the  
golf course! 
 

     Turns out there is a neurology of  
empathy. There are reports and research  
on an array of conditions called 
“synesthesia,” which comes from the  
Greek for “sensations together.” That’s  
the opposite of anesthesia, meaning 

“without sensa- 
  tion.” Synesthesia  
  refers to an  
  individual trait  
  where multiple  
  senses (like seeing,  
  hearing and feeling)  
  cross over neural  

pathways in the brain. It’s not an illness  
or disorder. It may be more common in 
artists. There are many types of synesthesia. 
Some people see colors-in-motion when 
they hear music (“chromesthesia”). Some 
associate specific tastes with certain words. 
There are other related terms like sympathy 
pain and mirror-touch synesthesia. Those 
with this trait are called “synesthetes.” See 
the internet for informational Ted Talks 
and lots of other resources.  
 

     Are you a synesthete?  Based on an  
experience 20 years ago when our son  
Jared was 4 years old, I may be. Jared was 
quite the runner, and our old house had 
hardwood floors, shiny and slippery. One 
Saturday, I was sitting at our kitchen table 
and saw Jared sprinting from dining room 
to hallway, too fast for the turn he would 
have to negotiate. When his stocking feet 
slid out from under him, I saw him go  
airborne, and then he came down with  

a percussion-like crack as his small frame hit 
the hardwood.  Turned out that Jared was 
fine, and after a few tears and a hug he  
was back running – just a little slower!  
 

     But something happened to me when 
Jared fell. When I saw and heard him hit 
the floor, I felt a strong jolt to my gut that  
I can still remember. A strong and physical 
sensation, a visceral jolt. The feeling lasted 
only a few seconds.  Since then, I’ve no-
ticed other examples of these jolting sensa-
tions – not as memorable or severe as  
Jared’s fall – usually associated with sights 
and sounds of a bad fall or crash, often 
with children involved. (I’m not a fan of  
“America’s Home Videos!”)  
 

     If you can feel the pain of others, it  
may indicate strong empathy and be a true 
blessing. If you feel you have a form of this 
trait – it may be a gift to explore, share  
and honor. Biblical authors may have had 
synesthesia in mind when they wrote   
        “Taste and see the goodness  
              of the Lord” (Psalm 34:9). 
 
 

    Jeff Morzinski, with thanks to Maelynn 

                                                                                                                           

 

 

If you can feel the 
pain of others, it may 
be a gift to explore, 

share and honor.  

Do you hurt for others?  
Empathy, pain and synesthesia   
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     The wife of a newly diagnosed patient 
joined our support group listserv last week. 
Like everyone who receives an incurable cancer 
diagnosis, she sounded fearful and over-
whelmed. What do they tell their 12-year-old 
daughter? If her husband responds well, can  
the year-long treatment the doctor described 
be shortened to 8 months or possibly 6? We’ve 
all been there, so the listserv responded with 
sympathy, but also with empathy. Everyone’s 
slipped into those shoes. 
 

     I don’t believe you have to suffer from a 
particular disease or have had the exact same 
bad experience as someone else to feel empa-
thy. No doubt it helps, but to suffer in one 
form or another and to varying degrees is,  
after all, human. When my sister lost a baby 
just weeks before birth, I could put myself in 
her shoes. As a mother, I was empathetic. As 
millions of people stand in unemployment 

lines, their desperation  
and concern for the future is  
palpable. I’ve been laid off and have  
lost jobs, I feel what they’re feeling.  
 

     Unfortunately, not everyone appears  
to have the capacity to experience another  
person’s pain. They may believe it’s a sign of 
vulnerability or weakness? But Jesus is our role 
model. He himself suffered willingly for us. He 
slipped on human sandals to be rejected,  
disbelieved, humiliated, spit upon, tortured 
and ultimately murdered. I am confident he 
doesn’t look down now and say, “So sorry  
for your loss, your pain, your disappointment. 
You’ll feel better in 2021!” He feels what we 
feel. He experienced pain and was strong 
enough, human enough to accept suffering. He 
stepped into our shoes, and that’s a comfort. 
 

                       Linda Duczman O’Connell 

Step Into These Shoes 

Margaret Wimmer Anthony Nowak 
Merle Orr 

Fr. Jim Vojtik 

Others: Bonnie Dougherty 
            Cathy Janis    
            Janice Nevels 

…nothing can fill the gap when we are away from those we love, and it would 
be wrong to try and find anything. We must simply hold out and win through. 
That sounds very hard at first, but at the same time it is a great consolation, 
since leaving the gap unfilled preserves the bonds between us. It is nonsense to 
say that God fills the gap; he does not fill it, but keeps it empty so that our 
communion with one another may be kept alive, even at the cost of pain. 
                                                                           Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

At peace in God’s loving arms 

Georgia Flowers 
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     When Mike was a year and a half, I had a miscarriage at home. Trying  
to curtail the severe bleeding, I lay down on a throw rug. Mike brought his 
“blankie” and gently tapped my face with the worn corner, which was  
something he would do to himself when he needed comforting.  
 

     Fast forward five-plus decades. On the day we emptied the last items out  
of my Philip Place residence, the family home for eight decades, I had a very 
disappointing closing on the house that I loved. Returning to my new home,  
I felt devoid of any feeling, totally emptied. Mike firmly held my hands, so 
supportive. 
 

     So how did I deal with this? I poured a glass of Riesling, opened a bag of 
honey mustard pretzels, all of which didn’t seem to help. Then Mike and Kelly 
joined me; we finished the bag that was to serve 12. Later, before watching 
“The Two Popes,” Kelly made a huge pot of popcorn -- how buttery our  
fingers were! Toward the end of the movie, we decided a bowl of butter 
pecan yogurt would complete our meal. No one ever mentioned having a  
salad. How glad I was that they identified and supported my feelings! 
 

                                                                                      Marianne Hondel 

Wrapped in a Blanket of Support 

I grew up ... 
 

on a farm in southeastern Wisconsin, and at a young age I became aware of  
the fact that weather played an important role in deciding what was planted 
and what we would eat that year. 
 
      Today I sell fair trade coffee and chocolate. When I sell this, some of the 
money is returned to the coffee and cocoa farmers. Both coffee and cocoa are 
grown in warm climates. If the weather is too cool the cocoa will not grow.  
The reality is, the weather is getting too warm for the cocoa beans to grow. 
This is the primary reason for the rising cost of chocolate. 
 

       Divine Chocolate, the product I sell, is owned by a group of cocoa farmers  
  in Ghana in Africa. Most of the cocoa harvesting is done by women. This is 
  their livelihood. Eventually, there won't be any cocoa to harvest and no more    
  Divine Chocolate. I am concerned about the future of these harvesters. My  
  hope is that these women can find another means of supporting themselves  
  like my father and grandfather did when the weather prevented them from  
  doing  their normal  job.               
                                                                                                                               Kathy Kent 
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Empathy is Understanding with Compassion 
     Empathy is the imaginative projection of one’s 
own consciousness into another’s being. It is 
aroused by reading or hearing of some remarkable 
event that gives one the feeling of participating in 
the event, It is “walking in someone else’s shoes,” 
putting oneself in another person’s situation and 
feeling their pain or blessing —“there but for the 
grace of God go I.” 
 

     During the Civil Rights protests of the 1960’s,  
Fr. James Groppi was assigned to an inner city  
Black parish. He truly felt the problems of his  
people living in poverty and crime and how it  
affected their spirits. He formed a group of young 
men as “commandos” to protect marchers from 
projectiles and insults and not respond in kind.
(Black Lives Matter marches now could benefit 
from the discipline and restraint he taught marchers 
in the 1960’s.) Redlining practices made it hard for 
Blacks to move to other parts of the City. The 
marches were about the need for Open Housing 
Legislation, asking why skin color should stop  
anyone from moving to a better area of the City 
which happened to be white. 
 

     As a young grad of Marquette U. and UWM,  
I attended a Holy Name Father and Son Breakfast 
at St. John’s with my dad and Confirmation spon-
sor. It featured a talk on Civil Rights in Milwaukee. 
The talk developed into a hot argument between 
supporters and those angry at the marchers. Some 
did not want Blacks in their neighborhoods. I felt  
 
 

I needed to respond. I asked them to try to under-
stand the desires of people to escape slums and 
crime, to create good lives for themselves and  
their children. As a social worker in the inner city,  
I had seen the needs of the poor. I’d been in ten 
different countries and found all people have the 
same basic desires for a better life. I appealed to 
their spiritual natures. Most applauded, but a few 
called me a “n_____” lover and told me I should 
move to the slums.  
 

     My conservative pastor forgot that I had been 
his server, lector and Eucharistic Minister and  
demanded the names of those who spoke, point-
ing at me. I spelled my name, and he wrote it 
down. My sponsor said to my dad, “Your son is 
not afraid of him.” The next week, when I entered 
the sacristy to serve as a lector, the assistant pastor 
said to me, “Aren’t you glad his kind is dying off?” 
I was shocked that he said that. Not much later, he 
left the priesthood, married and worked in inner 
city ministry. 
 

     Asking people to try to understand, to “feel  
the pain” of others is an example of empathy. As 
Catholics, we do this when we try to see Christ in 
others. We do this when we try to help the least  
of our brethren as Jesus commands in Matthew, 
25, 35-46. As descendants of immigrants, we do 
this when we “welcome strangers” and try to  
help them legally to a path of citizenship. We do 
this when, as He taught us, we love our neighbors 
as ourselves.  
 

                                  Peace, Ernest Andrew Herre 

 

Empathy opens your eyes 
to see through  

someone else’s eyes.  
That’s how peace begins. 

It is a quality of character 
that can change to world.  
                Barrack Obama 

Owen receives First Eucharist  A silent retreat 
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  Empathy 
  The child’s head . . . 
    nestles into his Father’s shoulder 
    his hand rests on the sturdy arm 
  The Father’s arm . . . 
    holds him close 
    his eyes gazing down 
  The child . . . the Father 
  Wordless . . . touching. 
                                bmd 

 Planting Seeds of Empathy 
 

  Direct teaching — “I wonder how it feels when . . . .”  
 

  Non-judgmental responses to “____is ac"ng like such a jerk lately!”  . . .  
                                                       “I wonder what’s going on in his life now.” 
 

  Affirming — ”You always seem to listen, to care about how I feel”  
 

  Modeling — “Uncle Jerry is stopping by. Let’s make fudge for him! 
 

  Celebra"ng — “_____ won! Let’s call her how happy we are for her. 
 

  Praying with scripture — “Let’s read this story as if we were the main  
                                                character, a family member, a bystander.” 

 
 
  “ 

 “You always have a story,” 
  my daughter teased as I shared yet one more 
  anecdote from my cache of lesson-stories collected 
  over decades of watching people living their lives.  
  And I do. That treasury of stories have guided me,  
  comforted me and inspired me into action.  
 

     Perhaps the gathering of stories began as my dad  
  rambled through his youthful adventures as we  
  dozed off to sleep. Or maybe they settled into my 

memory as I lived the joys and sorrows of my movie 
heroes. My students often shared their exciting news 
and their fears. Our family tree bears more tales than 
dates, delicious in their magic and their mystery. 
 

     However the stories settled into the core of my  
being, I am grateful for them. They have opened my 
heart to the joys and sorrows of my fellow travelers  
in this life journey.                               Bernadette Davel               

Our joys and  

sorrows are  

interwoven with  

the joys and sorrows  

of others - in love. 



 

 

11 

     Five years ago, as part of a leadership program, I 
took the Gallop Strengths Finders assessment. Out  
of the 34 talents, the last match for me was empathy. 
The point of the survey is to take your three highest 
gi&s and concentrate on building on them—but also  
to work on one of your lowest traits. I read up what 
empathy was: “You can sense the emo"ons of those 
around you. You can feel what they are feeling  
although their feelings are your own.”   
 
     So for a few weeks I tried to pay more a'en"on to 
other people’s emo"ons. Frankly, I found it draining. 
Several "mes I found myself crying. One of the women  
in the program had empathy as her top gi&, and she 
was very emo"onal. When someone would tell a sad 
story, she cried. She cried o&en. I realized one of my 
sisters gets emo"onal easily and began to pay more 
a'en"on to what triggers her. I also realized this was 
not a natural gi& for me and decided to move on, but  
I feel like I have learned a valuable lesson about what 
talents are. I had a narrow vision of talents and 
thought they were skills like speaking Spanish, cooking, 
playing piano and carpentry. Now I realize talents can 
be more like mental ap"tudes or capaci"es.                                           
                                                                      Carole Poth                                     

The Talent of Empathy 

 
Ac"ve Listening  

is a Step Toward Empathy 
 

      A number of years ago I was in a class 
where we were instructed on the topic of 
“active listening.” A very important part of 
that process is to turn off our own thinking 
of what we will say next to the speaker (as 
many of us probably do automatically). 
We were encouraged to challenge our-
selves to pay very close attention to what 
the other person is saying. It means really 
tuning in to their body language, tone of 
voice and emotion that they are exhibiting. 
The “active” part of active listening is our 
making an effort to understand the whole 
picture of what’s being said to us. 
 

      The purpose of active listening is to 
gain a deeper understanding of the speaker. 
I find this to be an important part of empa-
thy – to REALLY focus on listening and 
what is coming from the other person. We 
were also given an assignment for that class 
that I remember as well since it made such 
a difference to me, personally. We were  
to write about a time when someone had  
really listened to us. 
 

      Right around that time I was encoun-
tering a very difficult work situation, and  
I was really having trouble understanding 
what was going on, and why it was so 
painful. In the course of my struggle, I 
talked to my doctor; her response to my 
dilemma was “Mary, is this a healthy place 
for you to be?” Wow, did she HEAR me! 
 

      Her comment hit me like a bolt of 
lightning, and I immediately knew the an-
swer. What a gift her ACTIVE LISTENING 
gave me. To this day, when I am facing a 
confusing or troubling situation or listening 
to a friend or family member stuck in a 
problem, that very important question 
comes back as a kind of mantra: ”Is this a 
healthy place for you to be?”    
 

                                                Mary Miller 

Ears that not only hear, but listen  

Moments of connection 

Patiently forming a bond 

Ability to be a part of the other's world  

Tender awareness 

Heart that is compassionate 

You are present in the moment 
                                              Kris Reck 
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 Next Issue: Reconciliation       

     Why is reconciliation so necessary for deep forgiveness? 
 

     As Catholics, we are offered help in bringing peace to  
               our lives in the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 
               How do you view the Sacrament of Reconciliation?   
 

     Share a story of reconciliation - with a loved one,  
                an estranged friend, an enemy. 
 

     How can we open the door to reconciliation - in this 
                politically-divided socially, in our Church?    
 

     What is your favorite scripture story about reconciliation? 
   
 

   Deadline: January 4, 2021 

 
  

Blessed are the 

peacemakers  

for they shall  

be called the 

children of God.  
                  Matthew 5:9 


