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The Importance of Empathy
Our Catholic faith helps us to reinforce the importance of 
empathy. Jesus told us that we are called to treat others the 
way we would want to be treated (see Lk 6:31). 

Saint Paul reminds us that we are all members of the Body 
of Christ, and if one part of the body suffers, the whole body 
suffers (see 1 Cor 12:26). 

Saint Peter tells us to have “unity of spirit, sympathy, love of 
the brethren, a tender heart and a humble mind” (1 Pt 3:8).

Saint James tells us to strive for wisdom from above, which 
is “first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of 
mercy and good fruits, without uncertainty or insincerity” 
(Jas 3:17).

Looking Toward the Future
Experts predict that empathy will become even more valued 
in our society with the growth of automation and technology. 
Empathy, understanding, and compassion are human skills 
that cannot be duplicated by robots or computers. 

Educators, health professionals, and leaders in business, 
industry, and technology are beginning to focus on how 
to encourage young people to become more empathetic. 
A strong ability to empathize will be an important skill for 
establishing policies and making decisions in the workplace 
of the future. Empathy will be essential in avoiding conflict 
and maintaining peace in our increasingly complex world. 

Now is the time to ask yourself: How much empathy do I 
have?

What Empathy Sounds Like
Meeting with Syrian refugees on the Greek island of 
Lesbos on April 16, 2016, Pope Francis said:

I want to tell 
you that you 
are not alone. 
In these weeks 
and months, 
you have 
endured much 
suffering in 
your search for 
a better life. 
Many of you 
felt forced to flee situations of conflict and persecution 
for the sake, above all, of your children, your little ones. 
You have made great sacrifices for your families. You 
know the pain of having left behind everything that is 
dear to you and — what is perhaps most difficult — not 
knowing what the future will bring….

God created mankind to be one family; when any of 
our brothers and sisters suffer, we are all affected. We 
all know from experience how easy it is for some to 
ignore other people’s suffering and even to exploit their 
vulnerability. But we also know that these crises can 
bring out the very best in us. You have seen this among 
yourselves and among the Greek people, who have 
generously responded to your needs amid their own 
difficulties. You have also seen it in the many people, 
especially the young from throughout Europe and 
the world, who have come to help you. Yes, so much 
more needs to be done! But let us thank God that in 
our suffering he never leaves us alone. There is always 
someone who can reach out and help us.

This is the message I want to leave with you today: 
Do not lose hope! The greatest gift we can offer one 
another is love: a merciful look, a readiness to listen and 
understand, a word of encouragement, a prayer. May you 
share this gift with one another.

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

By Lorene Hanley Duquin
Copyright © by Our Sunday Visitor, Inc.

No part of this pamphlet may be reprinted or reproduced in any form. 

Inventory No. P1940
Nihil Obstat: Msgr. Michael Heintz, Ph.D.

Censor Librorum
Imprimatur:  Kevin C. Rhoades

Bishop of Fort Wayne-South Bend

The Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur are official declarations that a book or 
pamphlet is free of doctrinal or moral error. No implication is contained therein 

that those who have granted the Nihil Obstat or Imprimatur agree with the 
contents, opinions, or statements expressed.

Scripture quotations are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible—Second 
Catholic Edition (Ignatius Edition), copyright © 2006 National Council of the 
Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All 

rights reserved.

How to Cultivate

Empathy

For R
ev

iew
 O

nly 

Copyri
ght O

ur S
unday

 Visi
tor, I

nc.

For Review Only. Copyright Our Sunday Visitor, Inc.



Imagine that you are walking by a homeless person on 
the street. Or watching tearful parents on television 

whose daughter was killed in a terrorist attack. Or 
listening to the little boy next door tell you how a bully 
just broke the spokes on his bicycle. Or talking with a 
coworker who has just been diagnosed with cancer. 

The way you respond is directly related to feeling empathy. 

What Is Empathy?
The word empathy comes from the German word 
Einfühlung, which means to “feel as one with.” When you 
empathize with someone, you enter into that person’s 
emotional or physical pain. You see whatever happened 
from that person’s perspective.

Empathy does not mean that you agree with the person. It 
does not mean that you approve of the choices the person 
made. It does not mean that you simply feel sorry for the 
person. Empathy is understanding, at a very deep level, 
what someone else is experiencing — almost as if you 
were experiencing those feelings yourself. 

What Did Jesus Do?
Jesus is our model for the three different 
types of empathy:

Cognitive empathy is a calm, 
rational understanding of someone 
else’s thoughts and feelings — almost 
in an intellectual sense. This kind 
of empathy is a skill that medical 
professionals use in diagnosing a 
patient’s condition. They don’t feel 
what the person is feeling. They just 
understand it. Jesus exhibited cognitive 
empathy when he encountered the rich, 
young man, who asked how he could attain 
eternal life. Jesus told him that he needed to 
sell everything, give the money to the poor, 
and become a disciple. The rich, young man walked 
away because he had many possessions. Jesus does not 
try to fix the situation. He allows the man to leave and 
looks at him with love (see Mk 10:17–22).

Emotional empathy is sometimes called 
“emotional contagion” because a person’s feelings 
are “caught” by someone else. This kind of empathy 
involves such a deep sharing of the other person’s 
experience that we feel the other person’s pain. It helps 
the other person feel as if he or she is not alone. We 
see Jesus exhibit this kind of emotional empathy when 
Mary, the sister of Lazarus, fell at the feet of Jesus 
weeping because her brother had died. Scripture tells 
us that Jesus was “deeply moved in spirit,” and he wept 
with Mary (Jn 11:32–35).

Compassionate empathy includes the cognitive 
dimension of understanding and the emotional 
component of feeling another person’s pain, but it goes 
one step further by attempting to solve the problem or 
give that person the help they need to work through 
whatever is happening. Throughout the Gospels we see 
many examples of Jesus demonstrating compassionate 
empathy. He turned water into wine at the wedding 
feast at Cana. He multiplied loaves and fishes so 
everyone could eat. He healed the sick, gave sight to 
the blind, restored hearing to the deaf, and raised 
people from the dead. 
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Who Needs Empathy?
Everyone needs empathy. There are times when we 
need to feel empathy for someone, and there are times 
when we need to receive empathy from other people. 
Empathy helps us to understand our own feelings and 
the feelings of other people. It allows us to maintain 
loving relationships. It serves as the foundation for 
strong moral conviction. It encourages us to be kind and 
considerate. 

Empathy also 
helps us to resolve 
disagreements 
as we strive to 
understand 
what others are 
thinking and to 
communicate what 
we are thinking. We 

may not change our minds about an issue, but we can 
often reach consensus by moving in a new direction. 
Sometimes, empathy leads to a point where we agree to 
disagree. 

Empathy is desperately needed in our increasingly 
troubled world. As Catholics, we are called to empathize 
with the plight of anyone in need — strangers, 
immigrants, refugees, people who are sick or disabled, 
victims of natural or man-made disasters, people who 
are grieving, and people who are going through a 
difficult time. 

We cannot always solve other people’s problems, but we 
can try to understand their pain, their struggles, and 
their hardships. 

Amid a culture of indifference which not 
infrequently turns ruthless, our style of 
life should instead be devout — filled with 
empathy, compassion, and mercy drawn 
daily from the wellspring of prayer.

— Pope Francis (Homily, December 24, 2015)
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The Gift of Empathy
Psychologists tell us that we are born with the ability to 
empathize. Tiny babies cry when they hear another baby cry. 
But our natural ability to empathize can become diminished 
unless it is nurtured. Here are some suggestions on how to 
foster empathy in yourself and in the people around you:

• Observe. Our lives are so busy that we sometimes tend to 
move through our day without noticing people around us. 
Strive to be more aware. Invite others to deeper awareness.

• Think. We become more empathetic when we think about 
how we would feel if we were going through what someone 
else is experiencing. Strive to be more compassionate. 
Encourage others to be more compassionate.

• Listen. Too often we hear people talking, but we don’t really 
listen to what they are saying. Strive to be more attentive. 
Help others to become more attentive.

• Respect. It is too easy to belittle others when we don’t 
agree with what they are saying or doing. Strive to be more 
tolerant. Urge others to be more tolerant.

• Share. When we share our feelings with others, we give 
them a chance to empathize with us. Strive to be more open. 
Encourage others to share their feelings.

• Respond. We can’t always fix someone else’s problems, but 
we can acknowledge their feelings and ask, “What can I do 
to help you?” Strive to be more caring. Inspire others to be 
more caring. 
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