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COMPASSION

In this chapter , we’ll try many different ideas about
compassion —why people feel it and why they don’t ,
what it springs from and what it leads to , what kills it |
and the place it has in people’s lives.

1. WHAT IS COMPASSION?

The Six O’clock News

Six o’ clock. It is the time for the network news.
People everywhere in the United States are watching
it. The anchorman announces the major stories:

" An estimated 10,000 Mexico City residents died
in an earthquake yesterday. Emergency workers hunt
for survivors, guided by the cries coming up through
the rubble..."

" Sally Anne Kelly, the 11-year-old girl reported
missing from her New Jersey home two weeks ago,
was found dead in a trash can by sanitation workers
this morning. Police said she had apparently been
raped and beaten to death..."

" International relief agencies called the Ethiopian
famines the worst of the decade:..”

And, of course, the newscast reported on the
" human interest" story of the day:

"Koko the chimp returns, safe, to the
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No two people respond to the news in exactly the
same way. '

Two teenagers are discussing the news upstairs in
their room. V '

"Wow, what a day!"

"I'm sure glad Koko’s back. "

"Yeah, that's a relief. "

" That chimp had me worried. " ®©

A woman eating dinner says to her husband, " Oh
God, that poor child’'s family. At least the suspense is
over for them. My God, can you imagine how that
feels?"

“What?" says the husband.

" Sally Anne Kelly. The missing one. They found
her body. "

" Really — that’s too bad. Where's the salt?" @

There are all kinds of reactions, everywhere. It's
impossible to predict who will react in what way.
Some people are interested, others don’t seem to
care. Some people get excited, some don’t seem to
get involved. There are so many reactions you can
have when you learn about somebody else’s trouble.

Meanwhile, reporters are following up the Sally
Anne Kelly story. Sally Anne’s mother is on the way
back from identifying the body.

News people, camera people and sound people
close in on her. ®For weeks she’s been talking to the
news people. They were helping her. Spreading the
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news was her best chance to find her child. Now she
doesn’t want to answer any more questions. " Please,
no comment,” she keeps telling them. " I have
nothing to say." Finally she screams at all the
reporters. " Don't you see — it’s over! It’s over. Why
don’t you leave me alone? Don’t you have any shame?
Don’t you have any pity? Don’ t you have any
compassion?"

The reporters are human, so most of them are
ashamed. Most of them do feel compassion. Some of
them think: I wonder if reporting this kind of thing
every day is making me hard inside?®

They forget that we watch it every day. Does it
make us hard inside too? And why is it, anyway, that
we like to watch such things? The news people wouldn’t
go after interviews with mothers whose children were
murdered if we weren’t interested. Sometimes people
ask, " Why don’t you report more good news?" But
- that’s not the news that people buy. We seem to be
interested in other people’ s suffering. Why? Is it
because we're cruel or because we're kind? Does it say
something good about us, or something bad?

The woman who said, " Oh God, that poor child’s
family" was compassionate. But why did she pick that
family to feel sorry for? She had just heard about 10,
000 people dying in an earthquake. She had just heard
about millions starving to death in Ethiopia.

What is compassion, anyway? What is it for?
What is its place in our lives?

The Story of Melissa Morrison
Melissa Morrison works in a New York advertising
agency. This is what she says when someone asks her
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about compassion.

"I grew up in a small town in Wisconsin. I went to
college not far from there. When I moved to New
York City it was quite a shock to me. On my first day
I saw a man collapsed on the sidewalk. I didn’t know if
he was drunk or sick. His clothes were dirty. He was
covered with bruises. It was right in the heart of town.
It was a cold winter day. It was below freezing.

" What shocked me wasn’t how he looked — I'd
seen sights like that before. What shocked me was
what everybody else was doing. They were walking
around him. They were just ignoring it. They acted as
if it were the most common sight in the world.

"So [ went over to him, and I tried to wake him
up. I'm not very strong. An older man stopped to
help me. And a woman stopped and asked if she could
help. We asked her to call an ambulance.

" And here’s what I thought the moral was. First
of all, people in the big city are hard-hearted. They’re
not very big in the compassion department. ® [ don’t
know how they got that way. On the other hand, you
can reach them. You just have to set an example.
They saw me helping, then they stopped to help. Set
an example and people will follow. That was the moral
of that story, I thought then.

" That was five years ago, I've lived in New York
City for five years now. Every day I move through
crowds. [ see hundreds, maybe thousands of people.
Every day on the way to work [ see somebody
collapsed on the sidewalk, or in some other kind of
trouble. If a homeless person asks me for some
change, I give him something. But if I see somebody
collapsed on the street, I walk right by. I can’t be late
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to my job every day.

" I'm not so sure anymore what the moral of the
story is. "

What is compassion? Is it something everyone
feels or something only a few of us feel? Do people
have less of it than they used to? Is it a feeling we can’t
do much about anyway, nowadays, since it's the
government’s job to help the needy? Are our feelings
of any use, then? Why should we feel compassionate?
What do we get out of it? Should we get anything out
of it?

People have always asked questions like these. In
the pages that follow you'll find some of the answers
they’ve come up with.

The Definition of John Donne
John Donne lived about 400 years ago. He was a poet
and a clergyman. Once he gave a sermon on the
subject of church bells.” In Donne’s time the great bell
in the church tower would be rung when somebody
died. This was called a " death knell'. When a bell
tolled in those days and you asked, " Who is that for?
Who has died?"
This is part of Donne’s sermon:

No man is an island, entire of itself;

every man is a piece of the Continent,

a part of the main; if a clod be washed

away by the sea, Europe is the less...

Any man’s death diminishes me, because |
am involved in mankind. And therefore
never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
it tolls for thee.

With this sermon Donne gave a definition of

compassion. Compassion comes from our connection
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to other people. We're not separate, like islands.
We're connected. Why does it matter to us what
happens to other people?® It matters because we feel
connected to them.

Donne’ s idea doesn’t only apply to death.
Compassion in all things works because of a feeling of
connection. When we don’t feel compassionate for
someone in pain, it is because we don’ t feel
connected. ‘

Compassion Is Sharing Another’s Feelings

No matter how cold-hearted the world may seem at
times, people do feel compassion. It's one of the most
common emotions people have. When a mother sees
her child scrape his knee, she drops whatever she’s
doing and rushes to help him. She feels that scrape as
though it happened to her. When a friend tells you his
bicycle was stolen, and you’re really sorry, you're
feeling compassion. You don’t have to be as unhappy
about your friend’s loss as your friend is. You don't
have to feel bad for more than a second. You’re
feeling compassion if you just wish for a moment that
the bad thing didn’t happen. Compassion is sharing
someone else’s feelings.

You may be in a movie theatre. There is a scene
that shows someone being tortured in a dentist’s chair.
You screw up your face. For a moment you’re afraid
for your teeth. You're afraid even though you know
you're safe and no one is being tortured. It is only a
movie, only actors pretending. That feeling of
involvement is compassion, too. Compassion is what
makes movies interesting. Compassion makes us feel
connected even to imaginary people.
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You see someone else suffering, and you feel too.
You may not feel everything the other person feels.
But you do feel a little of what that person feels. You
probably also feel the urge to help. No one knows
exactly why people feel this way. They just do,
sometimes. )

2. SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND COMPASSION

We Are Born 1o Feel Compassion

Is compassion something you can be taught? Is it
something you learn by example? Or are you born with
it, like the ability to see and hear?

No doubt teaching and examples help. But research
shows that we are bormn with the ability to feel
compassion. How we feel it and what we do about it
changes as we grow. We leamn slowly to use our ability to
feel compassion. But we lean to use it because we have
a gift for it. We learn to use compassion the same way
we learn to walk and talk. We see adults doing it and we
learn by watching them.

Mental health workers study how children feel
compassion. Here are some of the things they have
learned. Newborn infants are upset when they hear
other babies crying. No other sound upsets them as
much. Older infants react to the pain of others as if it
were happening to themselves. When they see another
child get hurt and start to cry, they themselves begin to
cry. Children around one year old begin to know the
difference between someone else’ s pain and their
own. In one case, a one-year-old boy saw a friend
crying. He brought his mother over to comfort the
friend, even though the friend’s mother was also in the
room. Slightly older children have a clearer idea of
what other children need. In another case, a 15-
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month-old toddler named Michael saw his friend Paul
crying. Michael fetched his teddy bear to comfort
Paul. When that didn’t work, Michael brought Paul’s
security blanket from another room. By the time they
are two or three years old, different children start to
show different amounts of compassion.

Animals Feel Compassion

Even animals feel compassion. We can see it in the
results of an experiment in which scientists tested the
compassion of monkeys.

First, a group of monkeys were trained to avoid an
electric shock. The monkeys would hear a sound. After
the sound, they would be given an electric shock. The
monkeys could avoid the shock by pulling a lever after
they heard the sound. The monkeys learned to pull the
lever so they would not get the shock.

Then the monkeys were separated. Only the first
monkey could hear the sound. Only the second
monkey could reach the lever. But they could see each
other over a closed-circuit video. Whenever the first
monkey heard the sound it would become afraid. It
knew a shock was coming, and it had no way of
stopping it. The monkey who could reach the lever
could not hear the sound. But it could see the
expression of fear and shock on the other monkey's
face. The moment the first monkey showed that it was
afraid, the second monkey pulled the lever.

3. DIFFERENT LEVELS OF COMPASSION

One End of Compassion

Some people have no compassion at all. Some have
almost more than we can believe to be possible.
Human compassion goes from point A to point Z. It



goes from zero to an amount that cannot be
measured.

Here is an extreme example of a lack of
compassion.

In the early 1960s, the newspapers reported an
ugly crime. A man planted a time bomb in his
mother’s luggage just before she got on a plane to
Florida. He knew that if she died in a plane crash he
would receive millions of dollars in insurance money./
The plane blew up in the air. His mother was
killed — along with 40 passengers.

Why does this man strike people as monster? Was
it because he killed his mother? Not really. When a
son Kills his mother we may call it an " unnatural”
crime, because most people love their mothers. But
we understand that there can also be hatred between
sons and mothers. It is a passionate relationship. A
crime like that could be partly a crime of passion. The
fact that he did it for money makes it worse, of
course. The fact that he killed not one but 40 people
makes it even more horrible. But it is not just a
question of numbers. The fact is that this man killed 40
strangers, without thinking at all about them or their
families. This story tells us something about
compassion. This, we can say, is the limit at one end.
This is as little compassion as you can have.

The Other End of Compassion

What is the other limit? What is the most compassion a
person can show for others? A hand grenade falls into
a group of soldiers. For a second it lays there without
going off. There’s no knowing how long it will be
before it explodes. It could take another half a second,
or another two seconds.
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