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Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk1 resolved to purge the sins from his soul. To succeed, he 

thought it best to leave his home and go on the road. He traveled from one Polish village to 

another for two years, divesting of all that was familiar, returning to what is most essential in a 

person. Finally, it was time to return home. When he entered his town, Rabbi Elimelech first 

encountered a student from the yeshiva. After exchanging greetings, the student informed him 

that he had heard that the Rabbi’s son, Eliezer, was quite sick.  

Distraught, the rabbi quickly returned to his home and upon seeing his wife for the first 

time in two years, fell to his knees and pleaded, “Please, tell me. How bad is it? How sick is our 

Eliezer?” 

 His wife, who was glad to see that her husband had safely returned, was taken aback and 

looked at him oddly. “There’s nothing at all wrong with our son. He is doing very well, baruch 

ha’shem, and he’s at this moment studying.” 

 “I don’t understand,” Rabbi Elimelech said. “I met one of my students who told me that 

Eliezer was very ill.” 

Finally, his wife understood. “Your student was confused. You see, there is an Eliezer 

who is sick. He is a child across town, though, and not our son.” 

Rabbi Elimelech expressed relief that his son was alright. Then he realized what his 

reaction meant. He said to his wife, “I have spent two years trying to purify my soul. Yet after all 

that, I still felt more for my own child than for another man’s child. I have not learned all the 

lessons that God teaches.” 

 
1 One of the founding rabbis of Hassidism, Rabbi Elimelech Weisblum lived in Poland during the 18th century. 
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 To feel for another person’s child as deeply as one feels for one’s own child—isn’t that 

what our world is crying for?  What our world is demanding?  The ability to feel what someone 

else is feeling, to see the world through the eyes of someone who is different from us.  That 

ability, that emotion is empathy. It’s an absolutely incredible connector—potentially more 

powerful, even, than Facebook or Fortnite or Zoom!  

 When we see a video of brutality that we cannot stomach, and if we don’t only turn away 

in our horror; if you imagine it is you yourself who is being brutalized or someone you know and 

care deeply about—then that empathy can move us to advocate for positive change. The murder 

of George Floyd captured on a cell phone video is only the most recent example. People in the 

news business have long understood the power of a human interest story to move someone to 

action.  Many, if not all, radio segments, news articles and podcasts feature a first person 

narrative that counts on tapping into our common humanity as the way to tune us in and hold our 

attention. For many, it’s the only doorway to engagement. 

 Empathy is an emotion that can be measured. A 2010 study of college students reported 

that empathy was down 40% between the 1970’s and the 2000s.2 In 2006, then Senator Obama 

in a commencement address at Northwestern University warned about an “empathy deficit.”3  

Later as president he would say, “More serious than the federal deficit, we’ve become so cynical 

that it almost seems naïve to believe that we can understand each other across the gulf of race, or 

class or region or religion”. Micah Goodman, a brilliant scholar of Judaism, says “a society that 

is suffering not only from a federal deficit but from an empathy deficit is in trouble.” Why? 

Because when there’s not enough love or caring in a society, a caring that can transcend one’s 

 
2 Twentyonetoys.com, “Studies Show a 40% decline in Empathy among College Students,” 2020 Twenty One Toys, 

Inc.; Micah Goodman, The Challenge of Empathy, Shalom Hartman Institute, June 2020. 
3 Barak Obama, Cultivate Empathy, Northwestern University Commencement Address, June 19, 2006. 
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own particular demographic, then maybe there’s not enough empathy to create a functioning 

society.4  

Empathy is down. People are feeling less empathy for one another. So now we have to 

ask, why?  Why might there be a shortage of empathy? We’ll consider four, arguably five, 

causes, often interrelated. 5 

One of its major causes, according to Sherry Turkle, the MIT psychologist who just this 

past March published The Empathy Diaries, is our inability to pay attention. Constant distraction 

inhibits a person’s ability to hook into the emotion of another, to allow even the split second it 

takes to allow another person’s humanity to fully register in our hearts. Yet common and ever-

present devices like our smartphones, those same devices that can record a video, are designed to 

distract us—making it increasingly difficult to focus on any task, let alone another person, and 

let alone another person whom you may not know.  Moreover, when our common humanity is 

the only connection, what can we expect of empathy when our humanity becomes increasingly 

anonymous, invisible and artificial? 

 Empathy depends on a certain degree of attention. A world with less attention is a world 

with less empathy.  Others argue, a world with particular identities, a world that fosters tribalism 

is a world with less empathy. Why?  Because tribalism, nationalism, ethnic nationalism 

encourages us to care for those within our group only, creating insiders and outsiders and leaving 

the outsiders vulnerable. If you’re outside the group, we don’t care about you. We may even 

want to see you defeated. Go Washington Football Team! Though the stakes are low in rooting 

for a sports team, the dynamics are similar. This theory has a large following among those who 

view every nation as a form of group supremacy and therefore inherently immoral. Their 

 
4 Micah Goodman, The Challenge of Empathy, Shalom Hartman Institute, June 2020.   
5 Ibid. These four causes were presented in this order in Goodman’s lecture cited above. 
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solution is to dismantle the tribes and nations, to escape them, and to set up in its place a more 

universal identity. Seems well-intentioned and logical.  And arguably, this universal humanity is 

what empathy is based on, isn’t it?  

And yet others have discovered the problem and the paradox with this solution. The 

problem is that individuals don’t lead universal lives. There is no such thing as the universal 

human.  Individuals lead individual lives—at least in our western world where we prioritize the 

individual.  And herein lies the paradox explains Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “you have to be part of 

something larger than yourself in order to be yourself.”6  To lead our individual lives, we need “a 

sense of pride and consequence,” loyalty and respect, values created through a group identity not 

a universal one.7 The problem with blaming tribalism or nationalism entirely for our lack of 

empathy is that such group identity—while not entirely blameless—has proven necessary for 

successful cooperation and survival. To do away with nationalisms, and even the social critic 

Yuval Harari makes this point, would be throwing the baby out with the bathwater.8 

To address the shortcomings of our tribalisms without rejecting them altogether, Rabbi 

Jonathan Sacks points out that each tribe or nation needs a theology of the other, a practice of 

caring for the stranger and the vulnerable.9 A theology like: Love your neighbor as yourself.   

Following this line of reasoning, Micah Goodman goes daringly in the other direction to argue 

that the solution to empathy is not to try to escape one’s group identity—rather the solution is to 

dive in and understand better one’s group identity.  He is talking about Judaism here and he says 

that if we understand our Judaism better, we’d understand its call for empathy. What exactly 

does he mean? How would being more Jewish help address the shortage in empathy?   

 
6 Sacks, Rabbi Jonathan, Morality, audible books. 
7 Sacks, Rabbi Jonathan. Not in God’s Name, Schocken Books: New York, 19, 22. 
8 Harari, Yuval. 21 Lessons for the 21st Century, 112. See also the works of religion scholar, Tomer Persico, and 

political philosopher, Charles Taylor. 
9 Sacks, 25. 
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Goodman reminds us that our Jewish story, our biblical story is much bigger than our 

experience as slaves in Egypt.  But the overarching memory, the holiday that most Jews 

celebrate, Passover, and the most oft-recited description of our God in our liturgy, celebrates the 

God who took us out of Egypt. Thirty six times Torah repeats, “You should know the feelings of 

the stranger because you yourself were a stranger in the land of Egypt.” Thirty six: that’s double 

chai, double life.  Life for me and you—whoever that you is. Care for that “you”—the other, the 

stranger. 

Our holidays remind us of oppression. In addition to Passover, think of Chanukah and 

Purim. Is that because we should always be seeing ourselves as victims? As oppressed?  G-d 

forbid, no. Precisely the opposite. We are to see ourselves as liberated. And we are expected to 

be accountable to, and not deny, the real power that we have achieved. Our traditions are not 

meant for us to hide behind a history of persecution.  Rather, we are to use our history of 

oppression to inspire and compel us to have empathy in the use of our power so that we can 

govern with empathy, conduct our businesses with empathy, run our schools and households 

with empathy.  This is the way our tradition bequeaths empathy. Does it work?  I think it can 

work—if we pay attention. If we know our story and understand our holidays. 

But if we don’t pay attention, if we don’t know why we are invoking our history of 

suffering over and over again—if we regard these feelings as a snapshot of yesteryear to simply 

bemoan, joke about, or disregard, if we don’t know how to use those memories as they are meant 

to be used, to keep a powerful people humble and compassionate, and empathetic —then, it can’t 

work. We will have lost the empathy we were meant to preserve across the generations. This 

speaks specifically to the story of the Jewish people, which, as Jews, we should know, but 
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virtually all cultures and religions have a version of loving the stranger. A deeply-held practice 

of caring for the most vulnerable tempers the potential excesses of nationalism. 

Too many distractions, tribalism/nationalism—or its flip side—not sufficiently knowing 

our own story, and there’s a third reason that empathy is declining.  That is political polarization. 

This polarization is familiar to us all. Many have tried to explain its evolution. Robert Putnam 

defines political polarization as the result of hating others because of their political views.10 To 

arrive at this sorry state of affairs, somehow we’ve allowed a person’s ideas or opinions to come 

to define their entire person. Goodman says, “a healthy political conversation is between two 

people who are wrong.  You each think the other’s wrong. The conversation collapses when I 

think something’s wrong with you.”  Somehow a “wrong” idea or ideology now turns the person 

espousing that view into an entirely immoral person, as opposed to a person with some 

questionable, perhaps immoral, ideas. It’s like the story of Rabbi Meir who was regularly 

annoyed by the violent behaviors of some neighbors. In his prayers, he interpreted a verse to 

mean that he should pray for the end of these violent men, that is for their deaths. His wife 

Beruriah was appalled by this.  She showed Rabbi Meir how the word he was interpreting to 

mean the end of the sinners was really calling for the end of the sins. He should be praying for 

those men to repent of their sins.11 And each of us may be on both the giving and receiving side 

of that equation.  If we’re the ones making such an error, of condemning the sinner and not the 

sin, canceling the other out, say, we can correct ourselves. We can make a point to appreciate the 

whole person.  

The friendship between the revered Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg, zichrona livracha, and 

Antonin Scalia: fierce rivals on the court, loyal friends outside it, is just one contemporary 

 
10 Cited in Micah Goodman, The Challenge of Empathy, Shalom Hartman Institute, June 2020. 
11 Babylonian Talmud (BT), Ber 10a. 



7 

 

example. We can imagine each one praying for the other “to see the light” even as they enjoyed 

one another’s company. But, if we are considered by others to be the sinners. . . .then what?  

How ready are we to experience our humanity so readily dismissed?  I fear our society is 

dangerously becoming one where we are only praying for the end of the sinners. 

 The lesson of Rabbi Meir shouldn’t be hard for us. Jewish tradition is based on 

debates—we study and rehearse all kinds of ideas that are not the winning ideas, that are 

minority opinions.12 But we are still expected to understand these losing ideas. Why? Out of 

respect for the people who hold them. We need go no further than Justice Ginsberg again, who 

was more often than not in the minority. And Justice Ginsberg explains another reason to study 

and rehearse the dissenting or minority opinion. The dissenters “are writing not for today, but for 

tomorrow,” she has said. Not to mention a further reason to understand opposing opinions, which 

is that to know and be able to rehearse opposing views can hone one’s own.  

But where there’s political polarization, there’s absolutely no respect for a person voicing 

an opposing, even repugnant idea. There’s no interest in nor tolerance for the complexity and 

contradictions that make up a human being. There’s no searching for shared humanity. Political 

polarization happens when we reduce and equate human beings to their ideas—wrongheaded as 

they may be—and insist on viewing a whole person through a single lens of an ideology.  

And ideology is the inter-related fourth reason for a shortage on empathy. While there’s 

no question that ideologies can help us make sense of the world, they are only a calculus, an 

approximation.  And if applied too rigorously, they ultimately block our understanding of people. 

Ideologies, whether it’s communism or fascism, post-colonialism, racism, feminism, 

vegetarianism, liberalism, capitalism, nationalism, Zionism, pan-Arabism, socialism, 

 
12 For more on this subject see Mahloket Matters: How to Disagree Constructively, a program of the Pardes 

Institute of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem.  
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intersectionality or other ideology that reduces individuals to a single dimension, which does not 

allow for the paradoxes of individual lives, and if applied universally, will prove catastrophic. 

Such attempted universal solutions in the past have led to brutality and cruelty of the worst kind. 

Let’s stop thinking we’re so moral and the other is immoral. Even if it’s true, it doesn’t help to 

build bridges. It helps only to burn them. 

One tool we do have to bridge political polarization is what Carol Gilligan has called 

radical listening.13 Radical listening is when you encounter a worldview offensive to one’s own, 

and you respond with curiosity rather than with fear or aggression, rather than with self-

righteousness and moral condemnation. And one of the best examples of radical listening, of 

expressing curiosity for another’s perceived offensive worldview is described by Arlie Russell 

Hochschild in her book, Strangers in their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American 

Right.  A liberal Berkeley sociology professor, Professor Hochschild was curious about the 

political divide in our country.  She achieved what for many is the unthinkable—she exposes the 

humanity behind a political opponent, in this case: the Tea Party, and she turns an enemy 

political class into a community of friends. And conversely, over the course of five years, the 

hard right Lake Charles, Louisiana community that was the focus of her study, welcome her, the 

bearer of a despised liberalism, into their hearts and homes. “Who is the hero amongst heroes, 

the strongest of the strong?” ask the sages.  “One who turns an enemy into a friend.”14  

Hochschild’s example documents a real path toward reconciliation and peace. She writes, 

“those of us who identify as liberals are foolish to overlook the opportunity to get to know 

people who grew up in geographic regions, classes or religious groups different from our own, 

 
13 Cited in Micah Goodman, The Challenge of Empathy, Shalom Hartman Institute, June 2020. See also 

icmspeakers.com/speaker/carol-gilligan; www.radicallisteningproject.com; Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice, 

Cambridge: Harvard U Press, 1982.  
14 Avot d’Rabbi Natan, 23. 

http://www.radicallisteningproject.com/
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and doubly foolish to thoughtlessly disparage them. . . .”15 Hochschild calls for empathy not 

anger or threat or victimization.  So long as we feel that we are being victimized by someone 

else’s political ideas, “[i]t’s almost psychologically impossible to feel empathy….”16 

I don’t doubt that many if not most of us are wanting to return to that pure soul within.  

We want to bring this purity out of us and blanket the world with it. Imagine a world where we 

wouldn’t need to repent!  But instead of seeking our purity through the association purely with 

likeminded individuals, can we pay attention to the human being who holds a view you find 

objectionable?  Can we seek to understand their fears, experiences and priorities? Can we 

empathize with those we feel don’t deserve our empathy? “Who is the hero amongst heroes, the 

strongest of the strong?  One who turns an enemy into a friend.”17 

Each of the causes to our society’s loss in empathy: distraction, tribalism, political 

polarization and ideology have a solution: choosing to pay attention, loving our neighbor, 

listening for the humanity behind the words and actions, and related to this, transcending 

ideology. 

When we read Moses’s words in Torah this morning: Atem nitzavim ha’yom kulchem 

lifnay adonai . . . you stand this day, all of you, in the presence of Adonai—we are emphasizing 

Jewish group identity.  When we read Isaiah’s words in today’s haftarah: ha’lazeh tikra tzom 

v’yom ratzon l’adonai? Is not this the fast that I desire: to break the bonds of injustice and 

remove the heavy yoke, to feed the hungry, house the homeless—we are called to care for those 

who are in need. And even if we can’t muster the emotion because we’re suffering from 

compassion fatigue—then we do the work of caring anyway; act as if we had empathy.  

 
15 Russell-Hochschild, Arlie. Strangers in their Own Land, 265. 
16 Goodman, Micah. The Challenge of Empathy, Shalom Hartman Institute, June 2020. 
17 One of my heroes is American musician, Daryl Davis, who as a black man successfully challenges KKK 

members to meet him before they decide they hate him. His efforts have convinced many to renounce their white 

supremacy.  
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We are to govern, we are to live—with a heart for the son across town who is suffering 

equal to the heart we have toward our own child who is suffering. Is this degree of compassion 

even possible?  Let us try, and see what good can come of it.   

Shana tova v’g’mar Hatimah tovah.  


