
Unitarian Universalist Church of Spokane

Sunday, July 12, 2009

Ringing the Chimes Worship Leader Penny Reid
Prelude  Gennie Gregg, Piano Novelette (Poulence)
Call to Worship: Lighting the Chalice

Each Sunday Unitarian Universalist congregations across this nation and around the world kindle a flame in a chalice. As a symbolic act, the lighting of a flame has as many meanings as there are people in this room.  

The International Council of Unitarians and Universalists sponsors monthly global chalice lighting reading.  Congregations worldwide are invited to participate.  The Global reading for July comes from the Canadian Unitarian Council.

I have not come to give you Truth

Nor have you come to give truth to me.

We have come together to recreate the truth,

And only a living truth can blossom,

And thus become large enough to embrace the wholeness of our lives. 

We light this Chalice for light of truth, warmth of community and the fire of commitment.

Response   “From all that dwell below the skies
let songs of hope and faith arise;
let peace, good will on earth be sung
Through every land, by every tongue.”
Covenant Unison Reading   Worship Leader Penny Reid
Deborah Jacquemin Introduces and leads 
Hymn 127 Can I see Another’s Woe
Welcome and Announcements, Board Member
Story for All Ages
Mama, I Need Snuggles by Jennifer Tutwiler, (available online at http://www.lulu.com/ and search Mama, I need Snuggles)
Candles of Care  (Worship Leader reads, I light candles)

Meditation and Silence. An Invitation to being attentive. 
Some thoughts from the Buddhist purifymind.com website. 

Being attentive is not a practice that needs to be confined to a crossed-legged posture. 
Meditative attention is a dynamic practice of
paying close attention to what you are doing in whatever posture or situation you happen to be in. 
The way to orientate yourself in this practice is to literally 'come to your senses'. 
That is, a strategy of being fully aware of all your activities through a conscious orientation to the five senses and the 'sixth sense' - the mind.
In the sacred stillness of a shared silence,

Let us let us take a minute or so to practice begin attentive.

(Gong)

Silence

Response.  Spirit of Life #123
Offering.  
Special Music Carol Graef, Cello and Gennie Gregg, Piano, Sicilenne (Faure)

Worship Leader Penny Reid
“with gratitude for the abundance in our lives, we give for the life of this congregation.”
“Freely have we received of gifts that minister to our needs of body and spirit.  Gladly we bring tour church and its wide concerns a portion of this bounty” 

Reading Worship Leader Penny Reid
Our first reading this morning is from Martin Rowson’s 2008 article “Tea and Empathy” in the New Humanist magazine.
As we emerged, in fits and starts, into the hunting-pack animals we basically are, it was to our advantage to utilize empathy, along with language, which . . . may be a consequence of empathy or its source. 

Our species of hominid has been around for a comparatively short time, so there’s every good reason to assume . . .  that the hominids we evolved from possessed the capacity for empathy, to a lesser or maybe even a greater extent. 

I’ve believed for a long time that as a species we are perfectly adapted to optimal living in the African plains hundreds of thousands of years ago, whispering to each other  . . .  as we maneuvered round [prehistoric small animals} . . . in our little pack of Homo Sapiens trying to entrap [them] so we can eat. . . . In order to survive, constantly second-guessing their next possible move by imagining what we’d do in their circumstances.  . . . 
As an innate, hard-wired evolutionary survival tool, empathy allows human beings to project their own individual consciousness in all directions, which we do constantly and incontinently because we can’t do anything else. It allows us to love other human beings, and to hate them, but more importantly to imagine what it’s like for them to be loved or hated, and what it’s like for them to love or hate us. From our capacity to imagine what it’s like to be someone else also spring pity, compassion, generosity, envy, jealousy, covetousness, revenge, hope and remorse. I’d suggest it’s also what moulds the intensity of almost all of our other human emotions.

It also made it possible for us to view the world around us, project ourselves into it and beyond the horizon and then report back so we can reflect on the position and condition we find ourselves in and act accordingly.  . . . 
A further consequence of [empathy] is the way it allows us to attempt to make sense of our world by using methods to control it, both individually and collectively. 
And another aspect of the desire for control is the urge to understand: hence inquiry, philosophy, science, politics and economics and also, of course, religion. I believe that these are all accidental by-products of our capacity for empathy, but most important of all, all have their source within us as human beings and nowhere else.

So, thanks to empathy we project our individual consciousnesses into everything around us, which then, like a million million mirrors, bounces back the projection and reflects us back to ourselves. But they don’t just reflect: in our perception of them, we imagine they absorb something of us too. That’s why, probably uniquely of all the animal species that have ever lived, we keep pets. It’s because we imbue them with our own qualities, which then reflect back on us and to our own advantage, and thus make us feel better. 
Our second reading is from President Obama’s The Audacity of Hope, "It is at the heart of my moral code and it is how I understand the Golden Rule -- not simply as a call to sympathy or charity, but as something more demanding, a call to stand in somebody else's shoes and see through their eyes." 
Sermon: Being Hard-wired for Empathy
Like many of you I use NPR for my alarm clock in the morning and cannot always remember exactly what comes across the air as my state of awakeness varies.  
I also listen to NPR during my short commute from home to Gonzaga and back.  
During one of the segment there was an interview with George Lakoff.  
Lakoff is a professor of cognitive linguistics at the University of California, Berkeley, where he has taught since 1972.  
Cognitive linguistics assumes language and cognition mutually influence one another and are both embedded in the experiences of the users.
You may be familiar with his best-seller published a few years ago, Don't Think of an Elephant! Know Your Values and Frame the Debate.  
During the interview I listened to on NPR, Lakoff talked about how the decision to go to war in Iraq had been justified using the metaphor of “War on Terror.”  
Lakoff's argument is that the war metaphor was chosen for political reasons.  
Being against the “war” was thus unpatriotic and opposition to the “war” was being a defeatist.  
Lakoff then begin to contrast the cognitive models of the survival of the fittest, competition, and struggle with the cognitive  model of empathy.  
For me the Ah-Ha moment in the interview came when Lakoff pointed out that the model of struggle is so pervasive that we often, without even thinking about it,  ask someone “how goes the battle?” or refer to being engaged in the struggle.  
With these comments we have bought into a model of struggle and are rejecting a model of empathy.  
I recognized myself.  
As soon as I got to a computer, I ordered his new book, The Political Mind.  
One of the key arguments in the book is that we are as hard-wired for empathy as we are hard wired for struggle.  
On a very personal level, I viewed the premise that we are hard-wired for empathy as providing me with some cover when my colleagues at Gonzaga call me the “marshmallow.”  
The charge is that I had become too soft especially as it relates to making exceptions for students.  
Somehow the assumption seems to be that it is all about competition.  
The assumption is that competition and struggle are the natural way things work and that empathy is not-normal.  
However, my assumption is that empathy is as normal as competition.  
Empathy is also central to my understanding of what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist and especially a Humanist Unitarian Universalist.  
I will return to this as part of my conclusion.     
According to the Unitarian Universalist Minister, Scott Alexander, the English word "empathy" comes from the Greek "empatheia," [EM-PATH-THEA] that means "FEELING INTO." 
Empathy, then, is the quality of "feeling into" the lives and circumstances of others.  
Empathy is a merging of your humanness with that of another person.  
Empathy is that quality of human being that allows us to truly connect up with and care for other human beings

When President Obama nominated Sonia Sotomayor for the U.S. Supreme court, suddenly empathy was over the news. 
In describing his ideal Supreme Court justice, President Obama cited empathy as something he considered necessary and highly desirable. 
President Obama described Justice Sotomayor in empathetic terms.  
He described a life story that would help her to understand people who are oppressed. 

Almost immediately after the announcement, there was wide spread attack on Sotomayor because she was empathic.  
Empathy was suddenly a bad value for many on the right.  
This led me to the question of whether folks who see empathy as a bad value really understand it?  
So what is empathy?  
For Lakoff empathy is the capacity to put oneself in the shoes of others and not just individuals, but whole categories of people including those in other countries and those who are in some way oppressed, threatened, or harmed. 
It seems to be that it is empathy that forces us as Unitarian Universalists to care about others as well as ourselves.  
But it is not enough to feel empathy.  
There is a moral obligation to act on empathy.  
Empathy leads to group responsibility in addition to personal responsibility, a responsibility to make the world better. 
So how does anyone use empathy as an attack tool? 
To make empathy bad, it is necessary to reframe it.  
The attacks on Sotomayor have tried to define empathy as idiosyncratic, personal feeling for an individual.  
When applied to Sotomayor this is presumably her feeling for the defendant in a legal case. 
With "empathy" reframed in this way, Karl Rove can state that, "Justice is not about empathy." 
The argument goes like this: 
Empathy is a matter of personal feelings. 
Personal feelings should not be the basis of a judicial decision of the Supreme Court. 
Therefore, "justice is not about empathy." 
Reframe the word "empathy" and it not only disqualifies Sotomayor; it takes away the legitimacy of Obama's approach to government, his understanding of the nature of our democracy, and progressive politics in general.  
The attack on empathy becomes an attack on feelings, with feelings seen as not merely at odds with justice, but at odds with good sense. 

But you might ask, how does one make the case that empathy is a good thing?  
Part of the case is made by show that empathy is as hard-wired into the brain as competition.  

For Lakoff the divide between competition and empathy is located in our brains, in our cognition, in the way we understand the world.  
It is Lakoff’s argument that most of us have within us both models but for most one model is stronger than the other.  
There are at least three sets of evidence supporting the argument that we are hard-wired for empathy 
(1) the evolutionary benefit, the main point made by Martin Rowson in the reading this morning from his article “Tea and Empathy,” 
(2) the presence of empathy in very young children, and 
(3) evidence from brain science.  
It is beyond the scope of my comments this morning to provide anything more than a very brief introduction to some of the evidence. 
Anthropologists Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson, at the University of California Berkeley and the University of California Davis respectively, have shown that large-scale cooperation within the human species, including with genetically unrelated individuals within a group, was favored by natural selection.  
Chances of survival increased with increased cooperation with others.  
Neuroscientists at the University of London have published this year their conclusions that human survival depends on the ability to function effectively within a social context.  
Their research showed that successful social interaction requires the ability to understand the intentions and beliefs of others. 
According to their research it is empathy that enables people to understand what it feels like when someone else experiences sadness or happiness, as well as pain, touch, or tickling.
The second set of evidence for empathy being hard-wired into us is its presence in children. 
In his book, Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman reminds us that we are all born with empathy and that it comes naturally to us. 
"The roots of empathy," he writes, "can be traced to infancy. 
Virtually from the day they are born, infants are upset when they hear another infant crying.  
Infants feel sympathetic distress even before they fully realize that they exist apart from other people.”  
As early as 2 years of age, children show the cognitive capacity to interpret, in simple ways, the physical and psychological states of others. 
Some of the most exciting and convincing research on the brain’s response to empathy has been done by University of Chicago Professor Jean De-ce-ty.  
His research on children’s brains supports the idea that children are born empathetic.  

When a child is shown a photo of someone accidently hurting herself or himself, MRIs show portions of the brain are activated which are related to pain. 

The research using MRI scans of the brains of normal children led Decety to conclude that 
empathy appears to be “hard-wired in the brains of normal children as opposed to being solely the result of parental guidance or nurturing.”  
The third set of evidence for empathy being hard-wired extends the research from children to adults and focuses on the brain.    
Decety’s experiments with adults show that the same brain circuits are automatically activated whether one feels their own pain are sees the pain of others.  
MRI studies also show that at the same time one feels the pain of others, their brain begins to free up capacity to take action.  
As Decety notes, empathy allows us to "forge connections with people whose lives seem utterly alien from us." and 
empathy allows one to "actively projects oneself into the shoes of another person" and to then take action. 

Even if it is accepted that empathy was necessary for the survival of the species, 
is present at birth, 
and is present in the brains of adults, 
even if we accept that we are hard-wired for empathy, 
we know that it is not equally present in different people.  
For some folks it appears as though the hard-wiring has short-circuited and empathy is absent.  

Unitarian Universalist Minister, Peter Fleck has pointed out that empathy is not automatically assured in human affairs. 
He argues that maintaining empathy required spiritual and emotional care.  
Over time, people and groups can lose the natural ability to "feel with" and "be with" others in caring ways.  
Lakoff’s arguments about framing and the power of language help explain how empathy can be removed from individuals, groups, and even nations.  
For the eight years prior to January of this year we were governed by people who made no reference to empathy.  
The assumption was that the entire world was only hard-wired for competition. 
You were “for us or against us.”  
We had a war on terrorism, a war on drugs, a war on secularism, and now these same people are bringing us a war on empathy.  
It is hard for me to believe that they are now trying to make empathy a bad thing but they are.  
There is a need to push back on the idea that empathy is bad.  

I am convinced that the task before us is to facilitate, promote, and keep alive a commitment to empathy.  
I now recognize that promoting empathy needs to be an explicit part of my life and that it will be a critical part of my life as a UU community minister in the future.  
Empathy is important for Unitarian Universalists because 
(1) we value each other as people, our first principle, 
(2) we have respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part, our seventh principle, 
and (3) we believe we are called upon to be of service to others. 

My slow journey toward becoming an ordained UU minister has given time to recognize the importance of empathy for community ministry.  
For those in the congregation who are following my journey, I can report that I now have only two more courses to take, both in church history and that I, along with Tracy Springberry, will begin these courses this summer at Gonzaga.  
I will then need to complete a church internship, possibly next summer.  
In my current work as a professor at Gonzaga, I am giving increased attention to the role of empathy the way I teach, the way I interact with student and in leadership.  I am trying to embrace being the department's "marshmallow."
I am finding ways to promote empathy in the international work I continue to be involved.  
On August 1 I will be returning to Afghanistan, my sixth trip since February 2008, for two weeks to teach a course I taught there last year on public policy.  
This course is part of the Masters in Public Administration for mid-career Afghan civil servants that Maria Beebe, my wife, set up at the University of Kabul.  

This program is part of the U.S. Government funded, Washington State University implemented project to promoting excellence in higher education in Afghanistan.  
One of the things I introduced into the course last February was the implications of Islam for leadership and public policy, 
especially the teaching of the Prophet (peace by upon him) concerning servant leadership and guardian leadership.  
This year I will add to this the teaching of Islam concerning planning for change and empathy.  
Just as most of my students in Afghanistan have traditionally given little thought to the relevance of Islam for leadership 
I anticipate they may not have given much thought to the implications for empathy.  
I will introduce these concepts by asking my students to find quotes in the Quran or from the Islamic tradition relating to these concepts.  
I can point to examples as a beginning point for what I am asking them to do.  
For empathy examples include a verse from the Quran that says, “O mankind, I have created you man and woman, tribes and nations, that you may know one another, not that you may despise one another.”  
The Islamic traditions teach that when the Prophet (peace be upon him) was asked who among people is most loved by Allah, he responded, “the one who is of most service to others.” 
Another tradition says "None of you [truly] believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself."  
As an outsider I can get away with asking their help to identify teaching from Islam with implications for leadership, change, and empathy.  
I join with Unitarian Universalist minister Richard Gilbert in believing that empathy is perhaps the most important virtue of humans 
and that empathy is at the foundation of our beliefs about service to others and the inherent dignity of each person 
I believe we are called upon to nurture empathy in our own lives.  
Empathy is something we can choose for our everyday living that can make the world a better place. 
It is something we can build into the fabric of our lives that will both ennoble us and bless others.  
Empathy is also something we can chose to cultivate in others.  
I challenge myself and you to do more to promote empathy.  
Please join me in Responsive reading # 596 at the back of our hymnal 

Let us cultivate boundless goodwill.

Let none deceive another, or despise any being in any state

Let none is anger or ill-will wish another harm.

Even as a mother watches over her child, so with boundless mind should one cherish all living being,

Radiating friendliness over the whole world,

Above, below, and all around without limit.

Singing  As you are willing and able, please stand and join me in Hymn 323, Break Not the Circle
Benediction

May the blessing of truth be upon us,

May the power of love direct and sustain us,

May the peace of this community preserve our going out and our coming in,

From this time forth, until we meet again. 

Blessed Be
Shalom Havayreem

Postlude  Gennie Gregg Piano, What  Life! (Duke Ellington)
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