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“Guess I need to learn some compassion.” Bill confessed with a wry smile one November morning in his mentor’s living room. An early winter’s storm made certain everyone remained inside while a pine scented fire cracked and spit, roaring in the hearth.


“Compassion? Isn’t that a sympathetic emotion created by the misfortune of others, accompanied by the desire to help?” Earl responded, reaching for his favorite pipe, one of many racked on the fireplace mantle. He stuffed some aromatic tobacco and lit it. 


Bill walked across the room and sat down on the green leather davenport, looking at the floor with some uneasiness.


“Frustrating, huh.”


“Yeah, Earl. Really is.” Bill sat silently for several moments, then with moist eyes, said, “Go out of my way to help when ever I can. I often pull off the freeway, helping a disabled motorist. I try to be polite in the supermarket, in spite of the chaos. I give street people my spare change. I’m generous in church, with both my money and time. Still, I’m told by my peers that I need to learn some compassion. Hurts! Maybe…maybe you could help me understand what’s missing.”


Earl sucked on his pipe, giving Bill a moment to gather himself.


“The other day I overheard you lecturing your fiancee, Linda, about standing up for her rights. Remember?” Earl began.


“Of course. Think it’s unfair, her getting walked on because of some piano teacher’s lousy feminist attitude. I think Linda needs to stand up for herself!”


“Did it ever occur to you that unsolicited advice is an act of violence, not compassion?”


“Violence?”


“Yeah! Anytime you make someone wrong, denying them their own experience, it’s an act of violence.”


 “Earl, I care about her!”


“Bill, what you did was to place her in a very awkward position. If she takes your advice there will be a row with her professor. If she doesn’t, she’s got to deal with you at some level. Either way, she loses something.”


Confusion immediately overtook Bill’s mind. “But she loses just by sitting there and taking it!”


“So certain, are you? What about her own creativity in problem solving? Are you going to deny her that experience?”


“Huh?”


“Bill, consider. What Linda wanted was your intimacy, not your help, certainly not your advice.”


“Intimacy?” 


“Of course! She wanted you to hear her heart, make contact with her inner most, her deepest, nature.”


“Oh…”


“Like so many of us, Bill, it’s not compassion you need to learn, it’s intimacy.


 “Intimacy is a catalyst that allows us to become more fully human through sharing our subjective selves. It’s the force that helps dissipate peer pressure, allowing individuals to contact their own potential and creativity. 


“Being intimate is about listening to the story teller, not so much the story. It’s about making emotional contact with another person, hearing their inner voice. It’s about giving someone the permission to emotionally express. Because, most of us cannot even begin rational problem solving until our emotions have been carried to completion.


“You already know, Bill, individually and collectively we all have our tales of woe, our unfulfilled expectations, our petty tyrants; it’s part of being alive. What we don’t need is additional peer pressure making us wrong, forcing us to be less than what we are.”


“So you’re saying, by telling Linda what I did, I made the problem worse?” Bill glanced out the living room’s bay window. Icicles, gray sky and falling snow echoed his mood. “But...but, I had to do something, she was almost in tears!”


“Scary, huh.” Earl said quietly.


“Whew...” Bill pushed himself back further into the davenport and crossed his arm across his chest. Then he stared at Earl who was now leaning against the oaken mantle, completely relaxed. The hearths blaze was beginning to die back into an amiable warmth. “Earl, when she cries I get really scared!”


“Bill, it’s okay to cry...”


A tear cascaded down Bill left cheek. Intuitively he knew that tears were nothing to be ashamed of despite what his father had told him over the course growing up. Still, he experienced several minutes of uneasy silence.


“If you want compassion, you must first have intimacy.” Earl continued.” You must be willing to listen; hear the soul of another. A very difficult task, I know. Because, far too often we are too preoccupied, our own agenda getting in the way. Such as, the providing father who never hears the internal needs of his family; the corporate management, who, worshipping in the bottom line, never attends its ailing employees; governments, who, entranced by status quo, never satisfy the needs of its people.


“People who never listen ultimately fail; they don’t know how be in relationships with other human beings. If you want an extreme example, go to the inner city and find its street people. Try to talk to them. You’ll quickly learn that most of these people have no clue about how to listen, how to be intimate. Rather, they’re so intensely telling their own story that you’ll quickly turn away. They don’t understand why they’re not heard, even when they up the volume. They don’t know how to listen!”


“So, to demonstrate compassion, next time Linda tells me her woe, all I need to do is listen, that simple?”


“Perhaps a little more than that. Track her emotion, make contact with it, thereby giving her permission to go deeper into that emotion.”


“Guess I need an example.”


 “About six months ago my wife Eileen came home from school, very upset.” Earl replied, turning, then emptying the ash from his pipe into the radiant grate. “She’d just learned that she was passed over for tenure.


“As Eileen shared her misfortune, by listening to the story teller rather than the story, by tracking her emotional state, I knew that she was deeply hurt. So I said a couple simple words, letting her know that I heard her pain. ‘Really hurts, huh.’ She immediately burst into tears, lasting a minute or two. Then she went to a deeper level, touching and sharing her innermost hopes and fears. I listened, contacting her emotional state when appropriate, never judging her, never offering advice.


“The next day she went back to school and talked with her department head. Since her emotions had been dealt with, she was able to say her mind in a professional way.


 “You see, Bill, all she wanted from me was permission to get her emotions over and done with. She’s a grown up. She already knew what she wanted to do, long before telling me her story.”


“Guess I would have given her some sort of lecture, never listening, too busy expounding, forcing her out of her experience.” Bill understood.


“Bill, what we don’t need in our world is some do-gooder telling us this or that under the guise of a compassionate slap along side the head. That’s violence! It really puts people on the defensive, creating no win situations!”


Bill stood up, then walked across the living room and began enjoying the fireside warmth. He stood silently for several minutes, thinking. Finally he turned to Earl and offered, “Guess I’ve been confused. I thought compassion was enough. But, you’re right, unless someone directly experiences my caring, we don’t go anywhere…Intimacy lets us share our hearts and souls.”
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