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Finding ‘right compassion’
Gavin Francis

The Christmas revolution
Peter Wehner

Contributing Writer
Because the Christmas story has been
told so often for so long, it’s easy even
for Christians to forget how revolutionary Jesus’ birth was. The idea that God
would become human and dwell among
us, in circumstances both humble and
humiliating, shattered previous assumptions. It was through this story of
divine enfleshment that much of our
humanistic tradition was born.
For most Christians, the incarnation
— the belief that God, in the person of
Jesus, walked in our midst — is history’s hinge point. The incarnation’s
most common theological takeaway
relates to the doctrine of redemption:
the belief that salvation is made possible by the sinless life and atoning death
of Jesus. But there are other, less familiar aspects of Jesus’ earthly pilgrimage
that are profoundly important.
One of them was rejecting the Platonic belief that the material world was
evil. In Plato’s dualism, there was a
dramatic disjuncture between ideal
forms and actual bodies, between the
physical and the spiritual worlds. According to Plato, what we perceive with
our senses is illusory, a distorted shadow of reality. Hence philosophy’s most
famous imagery — Plato’s shadow on
the cave — where those in the cave mistook the shadows for real people and
named them.
This Platonic view had considerable
influence in the early church, but that
influence faded because it was in tension with Christianity’s deepest teachings. In the Hebrew Bible, for example,
God declares creation to be good — and
Jesus, having entered the world, ratified that judgment. The incarnation attests to the existence of the physical,
material world. Our life experiences are
real, not shadows. The incarnation affirms the delight we take in earthly
beauty and our obligation to care for
God’s creation. This was a dramatic
overturning of ancient thought.
The incarnation also reveals that the

divine principle governing the universe
is a radical commitment to the dignity
and worth of every person, since we are
created in the divine image.
But just as basic is the notion that we
have value because God values us.
Steve Hayner, a theologian who died
earlier this year, illustrated this point to
me when he observed that gold is valuable not because there is something
about gold that is intrinsically of great
worth but because someone values it.
Similarly, human beings have worth because we are valued
by God, who took on
Jesus
flesh, entered our
changed the
world, and shared
very notion of our experiences —
what it meant love, joy, compassion
and intimate friendto be human.
ships; anger, sorrow,
suffering and tears.
For Christians, God is not distant or detached; he is a God of wounds. All of this
elevated the human experience and laid
the groundwork for the ideas of individual dignity and inalienable rights.
In his book ‘‘A Brief History of
Thought,’’ the secular humanist and
French philosopher Luc Ferry writes
that in contrast with the Greek understanding of humanity, ‘‘Christianity
was to introduce the notion that humanity was fundamentally identical,
that men were equal in dignity — an unprecedented idea at the time, and one to
which our world owes its entire democratic inheritance.’’
Indeed, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount
(blessed are the poor in spirit and the
pure in heart, the meek and the merciful), his touching of lepers, and his association with outcasts and sinners were
fundamentally at odds with the way the
Greek and Roman worlds viewed life,
where social status was everything.
‘‘Christianity placed charity at the
center of its spiritual life as no pagan
cult ever had,’’ according to the theologian David Bentley Hart, ‘‘and raised
the care of widows, orphans, the sick,
the imprisoned, and the poor to the level
of the highest of religious obligations.’’
Christianity played a key role in ending
slavery and segregation. Today Christi-

ans are taking the lead against human
trafficking and on behalf of unborn life.
They maintain countless hospitals, hospices and orphanages around the world.
We moderns assume that compassion for the poor and marginalized is
natural and universal. But actually we
think in this humanistic manner in
large measure because of Christianity.
What Christianity did, my friend the
Rev. Karel Coppock once told me, is to
‘‘transform our way of thinking about
the poor and sick and create an entirely
different cultural given.’’
One other effect of the incarnation: It
helps those of us of the Christian faith
to avoid turning God into an abstract
set of principles. Accounts of how Jesus
interacted in this messy, complicated,
broken world, through actions that
stunned the people of his time, allow us
to learn compassion in ways that being
handed a moral rule book never could.
For one thing, rule books can’t shed
tears or express love; human beings
do. Seeing how Jesus dealt with the religious authorities of his day (often
harshly) and the sinners and outcasts
of his day (often tenderly and respectfully) adds texture and subtlety to human relationships that we could never
gain otherwise.
Christians have often fallen short of
what followers of Jesus are called to be.
We have seen this in the Crusades, religious wars and bigotry; in opposition to
science, in the way critical thought is
discouraged and in harsh judgmentalism. To this day, many professing Christians embody the antithesis of grace.
We Christians would do well to remind
ourselves of the true meaning of the incarnation. We are part of a great drama
that God has chosen to be a participant
in, not in the role of a conquering king
but as a suffering servant, not with the
intention to condemn the world but to
redeem it. He saw the inestimable worth
of human life, regardless of social status,
wealth and worldly achievements, intelligence or national origin. So should we.
PETER WEHNER, a senior fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center, served in the
last three Republican administrations.

Taking on Mom’s Christmas
Mimi Swartz

Contributing Writer
HOUSTON I remember the year my

mother ceded the holidays to me. I was
still in my 30s, with a new baby, and a
new house, and in-laws who had decided to come down from Virginia and,
in my mother-in-law’s always guileless
words, ‘‘help out.’’
At the time, being home in Houston
for Thanksgiving and Christmas
seemed like the best solution to a complex problem: My husband and I were
not quite up to moving our newborn
and all his faux-portable equipment to
my parents’ home in San Antonio. Yet
my parents were not quite willing to
cede our son’s first Thanksgiving to my
husband’s family.
If this sounds like a recipe for disaster, it wasn’t. Thanks mostly to my
mother-in-law, we cooked a nice 12pound turkey with all the trimmings,
the only potential catastrophe being my
husband’s insistence that we cook the
bird in a brown paper bag. It caught fire
in the oven, but not for long.
I didn’t know it, but that holiday season 24 years ago was my first step into
the role of family matriarch. By then,
my mother had been hosting elaborate
and ever more complex holidays for at
least two decades, having taken over
from her own mother, who had served
wondrous matzo balls on Christmas
Eve. (Yes, this would have been an affront to her Jewish mother back in Cincinnati, but passages of female power
never came easily in my family.)
Suddenly, it was my turn. Instead of
taking orders, I was giving them, and
would be for years to come. I didn’t
have to eat catered goose and chestnut
stuffing when I wanted turkey and
cranberries, and my mother didn’t
have to put up with my eye-rolling and

faint praise. At Christmastime, I
reveled in my aromatic Virginia pine instead of my artist mother’s pre-lit triangular trellis from, I think, the Museum
of Modern Art Christmas catalog.
Victory was mine. In the never-ending
power struggle between mothers and
daughters, I now controlled emotional
territory equivalent to that of the former
Soviet Union. Or thought I did, anyway.
My mother bore subsequent Houston
holidays with a
modicum of grace
How matzo
and a dash of ambivballs and
alence. On one hand,
matriarchy
the catered dinners
figure in
at home suggested
our family
her growing weariness with the whole
holiday.
holiday gantlet. On
the other, Mom
pouted just a little through Thanksgiving and Christmas for the next few
years, calling attention to nicks in the
good furniture she’d given me by fixing
them in her sights and issuing small but
frequent sighs of regret.
These minute acts of aggression eventually inspired me to invite ever-larger
groups of people, as human buffer zones
for holiday dinners. This diluted my hostility but increased my exhaustion.
My mother, however, settled into a
chair in the center of the living room,
where everyone else soon learned to
make a fuss over her. Meanwhile, I
scurried around, sliding coasters under
drinks, trying to keep people from leaving rings on her — er, my — furniture.
And that was after I’d read up on
brining turkey, researched wines with
my restaurant critic B.F.F., made table
arrangements and rolled what seemed
like thousands of knives and forks into
napkins.
Every once in a while, though, I
stopped to gaze across the room at all I
had been given. Here were my septuagenarian parents still lively and en-

gaged. There was my once baby brother opening a bottle of wine, serving a
friend recently recovered from an illness that had caused him to miss last
year’s celebration. My five-star production was worth it: ‘‘Holding it together’’ wasn’t just a term that defined my
emotional state during the holidays.
And then, with time and experience
— after, oh, 15 years — I began to slow
down. I made peace with ‘‘good
enough’’ holiday entrees, and let
friends bring the rest. I accepted that
our dogs would eat a guest’s lavishly
prepared dessert, and that someone’s
child was going to throw a tantrum because I had no mashed potatoes.
In other words, I was coming to understand that the time we have with the
people we love is short. ‘‘Make it easy
on yourself,’’ my mother told me several years ago, and instead of being insulted — Didn’t she see that I liked going
to all that trouble? That it was my gift
to her and everyone else? — I finally
realized that all she wanted for the holidays was to have her family and a few
nice people around. It’s a sentiment I
would like to pass on to my son when
he, inevitably, takes over.
Mom died in 2009. Since then, there’s
been no one to argue with or impress.
My father, who lives with us now, would
happily exchange my holipalooza for a
quiet Christmas dinner out. My husband doesn’t understand why I fuss so
over a terminal pine tree, adorning it
with ornaments from San Antonio — a
painted tin Alamo, an old menu from a
Chinese restaurant my parents took us
to when we were little.
Rebellions have a funny way of becoming tributes — something my mom
would understand. I can hear her now,
wondering where in the world she’d put
my grandmother’s matzo ball recipe.
MIMI SWARTZ is an executive editor at
Texas Monthly.

As a young doctor working in the E.R.
my capacity for compassion, and that of
my colleagues, was often stretched;
this was particularly the case when my
patients could be said to have brought
misfortune on themselves. I saw drug
addicts suffering overdose, teenagers
retching after self-poisoning, thieves
injured through being arrested, all
treated more brusquely than other
theoretically more blameless patients.
I tried hard to maintain empathy,
reflecting that the overdosed, selfpoisoned and criminal may no more
have brought their problems on themselves than those with skiing or horseriding injuries or heart palpitations
through overwork. But it’s complicated: I’ve stitched up many slashed
wrists cut not through willfulness but
as a release from intense anguish; I’ve
attended alcoholics for whom alcohol
was clearly a substitute for love. I may
not have always succeeded, but I always hoped that my humanity, or my
professional duty to provide a high
standard of care, would step in when
my compassion was running low.
Compassion means ‘‘together-suffering’’ or ‘‘fellow-feeling’’ — a sense of
identification we feel when imagining
another’s pain. The word ‘‘patient’’
means ‘‘sufferer,’’ and at its most basic
level the practice of medicine could be
described as the attempt to ease mental
and physical pain. If physicians have a
surfeit of compassion — if they’re too
sentimental, or too thin-skinned — they
do their jobs slowly, even less effectively. I’ve worked with colleagues like
this: They don’t last long in the pressurized environment of the E.R. or the
primary care clinic.
But if you’re a patient the converse is
just as unappealing: Physicians unmoved by suffering may become callous, and are unlikely to do their best to
help you. It seems important, then, for
physicians to have neither too much nor
too little compassion. Aristotle put this
succinctly when he wrote that, as a virtue, compassion should be shown ‘‘to
the right person, to the right extent, at
the right time.’’ He didn’t define how
much compassion is right: We have to
decide that for ourselves.
Our idea of compassion has largely
come down to us from the medieval
Christian tradition, where the ‘‘virtue’’
of compassion was often opposed to the
‘‘vice’’ of envy. The ancient Greeks focused on justice, courage and temperance, and the Ten Commandments of
the Hebrew scriptures elevated instead
piety, fidelity and keeping the peace. By
contrast, Buddhists have always valued
compassion highly: Three out of four
‘‘divine states’’ of mind refer to aspects
of fellow-feeling. Hinduism proposes
two types of compassion: that which
you feel toward someone who has
brought suffering on themselves, and a

more intense sympathy felt for the
blameless.
The iconography of both West and
East have traditionally depicted virtuous saints with haloes emanating from
their heads. Advances in neurobiology
mean that virtuous thoughts can actually be visualized as loops of activity on
brain scans. In a landmark review published in 2012, the neuroscientists Boris
Bernhardt and Tania Singer showed that
when we empathize with the suffering of
others, parts of our brains are active as if
we were suffering ourselves.
The researchers showed that compassionate brain responses vary according to circumstance, and in
To be effecparticular whether
tive in relievsuffering is pering suffering,
ceived to be dedoctors must
served or unstrike a baldeserved. On brain
ance between scans, signs of compassionate activity
paucity and
are more likely to be
excess of
seen when suffering
empathy.
is perceived to be unjust — the same distinction emphasized in Hinduism. This
has implications for the compassion we
might expect from our physicians, if
they suspect we have brought misfortune upon ourselves.
Compassion was also visualized
more strongly when the witness and
sufferer shared membership of a particular group — something that should
make us reflect on which groups our
caregivers identify most closely with.
We comprehend social relationships,
and imaginatively enter the minds of
others, by virtue of poorly understood
processes in the frontal lobes of the
brain. Those who can’t do this are said
to be alexithymic — not a diagnosis in
itself, but a constellation of attributes
implying emotional blindness. It is said
to be significantly more common in
those with autistic spectrum disorders,
and may also arise as a consequence of

some types of brain injury.
This is an important condition for
physicians to understand because it
has a high correlation with depression,
eating disorders, post-traumatic stress
and anxiety. Alexithymic people can be
difficult to treat with talking therapies:
If you’re unable to imagine the emotional landscape of others, you’re often
inarticulate with regard to your own.
There’s even a brain site where we
might learn to become alexithymic:
Drawing on the results of 939 different
studies, Bernhardt and Singer described an association between the
learned reduction in empathy caused by
overexposure to suffering, and changes
in the dorsal-anterior/anterior-midcingulate cortex. Likewise, there is a class
of brain cells called Von Economo neurons that seem to act as bridges between inner states of mind and the outer witness of pain. The authors hoped
their insights might guide ‘‘the development of strategies for circumventing
aversive behavior and burnout syndromes in caregivers and physicians.’’
If physicians are to be effective in relieving suffering, a balance needs to be
found between paucity and excess of
empathy: Aristotle might have called it
‘‘right compassion.’’ Perhaps awareness of the risks of burnout, and disseminating knowledge of alexithymia,
could help promote this balance.
For ‘‘physicians,’’ I could of course
substitute the word ‘‘people,’’ and for
‘‘patients,’’ ‘‘fellow humans’’: In a
world saturated with images of suffering, these concepts apply to all of us.
We should be on guard when our fellow
humans belong to different social, racial or religious groups than ourselves,
or when their sufferings are in some
way self-inflicted. Our humanity, as
well as our effectiveness in the world,
may depend on it.
a Scottish writer and physician, is the author of three books, most
recently ‘‘Adventures in Human Being.’’
GAVIN FRANCIS,

MAURICIO LIMA FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Spain’s anger management
Miguel-Anxo Murado
MADRID Is this the dawn of a new era
in Spanish politics, as some suggest?
Judging from the results of last Sunday’s election, we can safely say that
the old era has, at least, been dealt a
severe blow.
The conservative People’s Party,
which just four years ago won a landslide election victory, has now lost more
than three million votes. The case of
Spain’s other major party, the Socialist
Party, is perhaps more telling: It has
spent the last four years in opposition,
while its Conservative rivals were implementing unpopular austerity
policies, yet it lost more than a million
votes as well.
The two big parties that have dominated Spanish politics for decades are being
punished not for what they’ve done — or
not just for that — but for what they represent: a way of doing politics that many
Spaniards now deem obsolete, a twoparty system that is suddenly seen as
the root of many of the country’s ills and
is now being challenged by the emergence of new parties. The left-wing Podemos, the heir to the social protests
that swept Spain in 2011, took more than
20 percent of the vote Sunday and is set
to redefine mainstream politics, perhaps
not just in Spain.
In fact, Spain’s was never meant to be
a two-party system, and technically it
isn’t. The electoral law is fairly proportional. It is in the allocation of seats to
the different electoral districts that there
is an in-built bias that provides the two
bigger parties with extra seats. This is in
part a legacy from the 1970s, the years of
transition from military rule to democracy, when stability was highly prized.
Then there is the country’s geography. When the Constitution was drawn
up, Spain was still largely a rural country and it made sense to give a strong
voice to the many small provincial capitals, even if that meant over-representing them in Parliament.
But there is another factor that is

mentioned less often. This dominance of
two parties, one on the right and the other one on the left, reflected something
deeper about Spain, where that right-left
divide has always been very profound.
And it continues to be, apparently.
Even as new parties have appeared in
the Spanish political landscape, the sum
of those on one side of the divide and the
other remains little changed. Whether
we want to refer this back to the divisions born during the Spanish Civil War
of 1936-39 depends on how much we
want to dwell on historicist cliché.
But why have Spaniards now turned
on their once favorite parties?
Not for ideological reasons. Rather,
the transformation
we are witnessing is
Spanish
moral, perhaps morvoters have
alizing. The economic
rejected the
crisis came to many
two-party
Spaniards as an episystem, but
phany. It wasn’t even
are they ready the crisis, so much as
the high-profile corfor a political
ruption cases that
culture of
were uncovered at
compromise?
the same time.
Of course, there
had been scandals before, but the contrast between the pain of so many families, in a country that, seven years after
the financial crisis, still suffers from unemployment at 21 percent, and the lavish lifestyles of a few corrupt politicians
who were caught red-handed was like a
slap in the face for society as a whole.
And that is when Podemos, which
translates as We Can, took off. Founded
as a far-left party by a group of university professors and led by a charismatic, ponytailed young leader, Pablo Iglesias — a namesake of the founder of
Spanish socialism in the 19th century —
Podemos pointed a finger not at this or
that particular government but at what
it termed as ‘‘the regime of 1978’’ (the
year of Spain’s Constitution).
By then, people were so angry that,
initially, even lifelong Conservatives
gave their support to his avowedly leftwing movement. Podemos’s poll ratings skyrocketed.
That was less than two years ago. A

few things have changed since then.
Podemos has moderated its discourse
substantially, especially after the fiasco
of the failed attempt to defy the European Union authorities by a similarly
populist left-wing party in Greece, Syriza, made many Spaniards fearful of
bucking the eurozone economic orthodoxy. Another relatively new party,
Ciudadanos (Citizens), a kind of centerright Podemos, anti-corruption but
business-friendly, also entered the race
in a bid to prevent Podemos picking up
the entire protest vote.
Both new parties did well in last Sunday’s elections, especially Podemos,
which came close to overtaking the Socialist Party. But the success of what has
come to be known as ‘‘new politics’’ is
incomplete. The two-party system has
taken a serious hit but retains over half
the electorate, and it may well bounce
back if the vast experiment in anger
management of the election goes awry.
The first test for new politics couldn’t
be more daunting. The election has left
a Parliament so fragmented that it may
not be even possible to form a government. And instability, the usual price of
change, is the last thing Spain can afford just now, while it is still slowly recovering from the financial crisis and
faces the challenge of the independence
movement in Catalonia.
To address this and other pressing issues, all the parties agree on the need for
constitutional reform. But when it comes
to deciding what kind of reform, they are
either vague or only agree to disagree.
The parliamentary majorities needed to
change the Constitution will be far more
difficult to muster now, in any case.
The new situation also offers opportunities. One of the ills of the two-party
system was the absence of a culture of
compromise. Easily won parliamentary
majorities made politicians dismissive
of pacts. Bipartisanship is as rare in
Spanish politics as a unicorn. Voters
themselves tend to frown upon coalitions, which they regard as betrayals.
That will have to change now, and fast.
MIGUEL-ANXO MURADO

and journalist.

is a Spanish author

