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The Other Monkey  -  A Sermon on the Evolution of Empathy 

 



Feb  17, 2008

Gary Strichartz                             UUAC at First Parish, Sherborn, MA

Good Morning.  It’s a beautiful Sunday. We are blessed to be here together today. Whether it is  bright or gray, wet or dry, February  is my favorite Winter month.  You can see the daylight growing longer, the sun rises earlier and it feels warmer on those parts of our bodies that we dare leave unexposed, cheeks and chins  (well, maybe not my chin), and Spring is nearer.  To me, February promises a renewal that is close at hand, and the hope of impending green.


But February also has a quirky, funny connection for me, because, in what has become an almost annual ritual, February is when I watch, for the umpteenth time, the movie “Groundhog Day”. It may be one of only a very few movies that I try to see more than once, and the reason is that, not only is Groundhog Day a very funny movie, to me it is also profound.  In the movie, Bill Murray plays an obnoxious, self-centered weatherman from Pittsburgh who is trapped in Punxatawny PA by a snowstorm on Groundhog Day.  Forced to stay at the local boarding house, he awakes the following morning, and the one after that, again and again,  to discover that it is still the morning of Groundhog Day and that he must endure all the jovial community nonsense, which he detests, despite its well-meaning, for yet another day. The daily recurrence of Groundhog Day, as our man finds that he cannot escape this dilemma, is the source of many comic moments, but also of a growing pathos as the possibility of any hope for change in the future seems slight at best.  Yet there is a steady, if initially self-serving, change in his behavior throughout the movie, so that on the final Groundhog Day in the movie he has learned how to “get it right”, and he is rewarded by awaking, with love in his heart (and his bed), to the day afterward, February 3, and the promise of a new path for the rest of his life.

What do I mean by saying that he “gets it right”?  I believe that the message of the movie is that given enough chances, even the meanest of us will find that salvation comes from doing for others, and not from serving ourselves.


And this is what I think that EMPATHY is about, and what I want to share with you this morning. Empathy is defined as “the ability to share someone else’s feelings or experiences by imagining what it would be like to be in their situation”.
I’d guess that all of us have had opportunities when we felt empathy for others and, I hope, when we have been the recipient of another’s empathy for us.

Where does empathy come from and how do we nurture and grow it, teach it to our children and instill it into the world?


There are many examples of empathic behavior in all cultural histories.  Self-sacrifices, including lives spent to save other people, the sharing of scant resources, the welcoming of the stranger as well as the neighbor, the brother, are in stories from many cultures.  And most of us are moved by these stories as examples of a certain heroism.


But is this a uniquely human behavior?  Is empathic behavior found among animals other than man?

The answer is emphatically “Yes”.  Here is an excerpt from a summary of only a few examples of animal empathy:

An albino rat sees another, distressed rat suspended in the air by a harness; he presses a bar to lower the suspended rat to the ground, staying close to and oriented toward him. 

In another situation, a rat sees a distressed rat  receiving electric shocks and does not press the bar that he has been taught will terminate the shocks.  He instead retreats to the corner, farthest from the distressed, squeaking and dancing animal and crouches there, motionless.

The response of one rat to another receiving a shock occurs even when there is no prior experience with shock, but is stronger after prior shock experience of the responder and strongest when it was experiencing shock at the same time as it witnessed another rat being shocked.1

One of the striking things to me  about this first example is that two rats have very different responses to the distress of another, yet these rats have almost the exact same genes. I wonder what influences, what experiences determine,  these almost opposite behaviors from animals that are made virtually  identical .

Here is another example of animal empathy:

In an experiment with rhesus monkeys, subjects were trained to pull two chains that delivered different amounts of food. The experimenters then altered the situation so that pulling the chain with the larger reward caused a monkey in sight of the subject to be shocked. After the subjects witnessed the shock of the other monkey, two thirds preferred to pull the non-shock chain, even though it resulted in half the reward. Remarkably, the other third included monkeys who stopped pulling any chain altogether, for many days after witnessing the shock.  These monkeys were literally starving themselves to avoid shocking the other.  Such starvation behavior was more likely to occur in animals that had experienced shock themselves, and it was enhanced by familiarity with the shocked individual. 

And in regard to our own, emerging behavior, consider the following.

Human infants orient to the distress of others, often responding with their own distress cries from infancy up to about 14 months of age.  After the first year, children start to show helping behaviors, even when they have become distressed.  They also imitate the distress behavior of others, perhaps “trying on” these responses as a way to understand them.  With age, the level of personal distress decreases while appropriateness of helping behaviors increases.1
There are many thoughts one might have about these reports, but two that strike me are, first,  that the stronger empathic responses are more likely to happen when the responding animal sees another experiencing distress, like an electric shock, that it had experienced itself, and when the two animals are familiar with, even know each other. The second observation is that the helping response to another in  distress  increases with age, and the reactions of a disabling, personal distress actually decrease.  In other words, as the rats and monkeys and humans mature, and develop the ability to help, perhaps overcoming their sense of vulnerability, their empathic responses are marked by actions on behalf of another.


We can easily identify two steps in our reaction to the distress of another being. First we have to perceive that distress, and then we respond to it. What are the requisites for perception, to sense that some one is distressed?  For humans we need to see the distress, or to hear it. 

Listening can be a powerful pathway to another’s feelings, and one that connects us  strongly as we hear and recognize the sounds of concern and of anxiety and  angst. 

And how should we respond?  There does not appear to be a single or a simple answer to this question; sometimes an immediate and powerful action is called on, removing someone from harm, blocking an offensive or damaging situation, or providing  sanctuary, support or nurture. At other times the act of listening itself provides the help; our presence, given fully and without limits, and unaccompanied by unasked-for advice, can be a great balm.  How comforting it can be to know that another is present, caring and attentive to our troubling situation.


In order to both perceive and to respond appropriately, empathetically, it seems to me that we need to use both our minds and our hearts.  As a scientist I use observation to collect data as a basis for developing facts about our world, but I don’t think that my mind is the only organ that speaks “truth”.  Poetry, for example, often sounds as authentic to me, and more emotionally truthful, as empirical data.  Perhaps there is advantage in seeing the world in many ways.

As Mary Oliver says in the second reading:


“I looked by I couldn’t see anything …; 

Yet don’t we all know, the golden sand is there at the bottom. 

Though our eyes have never seen it, 

nor can our hands ever catch it

lest we would sift it down

into fractions, and facts –

certainties-

and what the soul is, also 

I believe I will never quite know..

Truly I know

Our part is not knowing,

But looking, and touching,  and loving.

We need to know and we need to feel.  Perhaps that is why empathy is more highly developed among social animals, and most strongly in primates.  Scientists speculate that empathy arose and found a good fit in social animals, because it aided their ability to live together, served as a strategy for individual survival and proliferation of the species.  Animals that express empathy form a closer social web, communicate with greater harmony and form a pro-social matrix of behavior that advances the overall survival of the band or tribe, and thus of the species. But closely related primates can also act cruelly or indifferently to one another.  In the course of evolution, these “negative social” behaviors also had survival benefits; aggressive and hostile behaviors were required for defense of the pack, to  secure the cave as a safe home and the land as a source of food, and to protect individuals against predators. Now, evolution is a process, a mechanism for change that has no inherent value of “good or bad”,  “right or wrong” : those are moral judgements that we make depending on our culture and our position in the world.  Powerful and imperious countries gain by waging war, dominating their neighbors and subjugating weaker peoples, and have a self-serving morality.  For example, slavery has not been treated historically as wrong by enslaving peoples, only by the enslaved. Cruelty to the “enemy” and destruction of the foe are heralded attributes in the myths and realities of war-like and dominating cultures, including our own.


So here we are at a time where different and contradictory behaviors are options in a democracy. (In fact, aren’t there always choices between these two?) Countries can wage war, terrorists can bomb the helpless and individuals can act vindictively and with mean spirit. Or, peace can be sought, modes of cooperation found, or invented, and generosity and kindness can be the guiding principle. 

Or we can be indifferent, perhaps feeling, but not responding to others. What is the practical difference, in the end, between not feeling and not acting to correct an injustice, other than feeling guilty for our own moral shortcoming?


I wonder what determines our behavior?  The animal studies show that the clearer one sees the distress of another, and the more experience one has with that distressing stimulus,  and the closer the observer identifies with the distressed, the more likely that an empathetic response  will occur.  Human studies of brain activity, using magnetic resonance imaging, show that people who observe the apparent pain of another experience activation of brain sites that will also be activated by a painful stimulus delivered directly to the test subject. This measured “empathetic” brain activation is stronger the more intimately one is connected to the distressed, and can also be induced by stories of a loved ones emotional hurt, for example, from loss or rejection.  


It seems pretty clear that a key factor in all of these studies is the ability of one individual to identify with another.  We can more easily feel and respond to the hurt of someone from the same family, tribe, country and culture. So when we see easily our self in others, it is relatively easy to engender empathy. We can more readily see that we are “the other monkey” when we are surrounded by the monkey band.

 
But what about when the other person is not so obviously related, when their customs are different, their skin is darker, or lighter, their religion foreign? And when another’s religious or political beliefs deride our own values, and even threaten our lives?  Will we choose, or allow, torture when we feel the  threat of another to our existence?

When we believe that we can afford empathy only when we are stronger, or that care-giving will mark us as superior, we are concerned with our own health and strength, and not in the well-being of someone else. If seeing our selves in the disabled and the broken is a fearful sight, then how do we find true empathy?  Can we afford to admit vulnerability?  Would we trust and permit someone else to make those choices for us, or must we always have control?


Many years ago I had an opportunity that turned into a blessing, when I was a graduate student. I was studying photosynthesis at the University of Pennsylvania, when a friend from college invited me to join him at a psychiatric institution to observe some counseling work with mentally disturbed outpatients.

We sat in a circle of about 20 people, and the subjects shared their current, adolescent anguish over their relations with parents, their struggles in school and with friends and their very lost sense of self. One young man became so distressed that he jumped up and ran out of the building, into the night of West Philadelphia, not a safe place to be in the late 1960’s. I instinctively followed him, without calculation, and found him a few blocks away. We returned, silently, to the meeting but said nothing to each other for the rest of that night.

This experience, and a following series of visits to psychiatric inpatients, changed my life. I switched my research focus from plant biology to psycho-pharmacology, began to study  anesthetic mechanisms to ease physical pain , and tried to find connections from what I did in the lab and the relief of  emotional suffering.  Now, in the present stage of my career, as I cross the bridge between the “knowing” of being a scientist, immersed in facts and hypotheses, to the feeling and responding and caring that is called by ministry.  I see how the journey is a circle that has led me back to that first, unsuspected event, and still I wonder why I ran after that kid.

And here’s why this matters to me, and what I’d like you to take away from this sermon. We have, I believe, an obligation to act empathetically. Although evolution has brought us to a place of choices, where we can choose to act with hostility, or indifference, or empathy, the harmony of our intelligence and our hearts tells us that kindness, and loving, and acts of care, acts – not just feelings – will help make the world whole.  And I believe that as Unitarian Universalists we are called to this ministry of empathy.  Like the character in Groundhog Day, we can continue to work at this until we get it right.  It is our privilege and it is our duty.

I’d like to close this morning’s sermon with a poem from Naomi Nye, KINDESS.

So do I pray that we will go into the world today, and for the time afterwards, with sensitivity and caring for all others. And please join me as we say “Amen”.

