
As you have no doubt noticed, I have taken the last two weeks off from writing in this spot.  
Sabbaths of many sorts are important, and I used the past weeks to take a little sabbatical from 
writing.  Of course, one doesn’t stop thinking about the various issues that are bombarding us 
daily, and the past few weeks have been a bit exhausting if you are paying any attention to the 
news.  The pain and grief of innocent lives struck down in Baton Rouge, Falcon Heights, Dallas, 
and Nice among other places is deeply depressing and raises the sense of powerlessness in the 
face of violence that careens from one encounter to the next.  A well-known theologian of the 
past century, Joseph Sittler, coined the apt phrase for the malaise of this context.  Compassion 
Fatigue was the term he used to describe the exhaustion from knowing so much of the pain and 
suffering and violence that exists within our world. 
 
Compassion Fatigue certainly is not a surprise given the daily reports of tragic events that 
confront us.  However, I am acutely aware of the flood of voices—on radio, television, twitter, 
Facebook, blogs, email, and on and on—that compound the fatigue that we experience.  Yes, it is  
important to get as much of the right information about these tragedies as possible to try and 
understand them.  Yes, it is important to put out statements that we—whatever that designation 
might be—do not stand for the injustice of killing innocent lives nor the random shooting of 
those who serve and protect nor the heinous terrorism toward innocent victims.  Yet, at some 
point, I felt that the responses were adding to the cacophony and dissonance of these events.  
Voices and more voices swelling the noise to a fevered pitch where precious clarity and insight 
are drowned out by the absurdity of so many voices pushing the discourse to the brink of 
meaninglessness rather than consequence.  
 
Albeit, there could not be—and should not be—immediate resolution in the face of such thorny 
issues.  There is not a gloss that will solve all problems.  Yet, so much of the rhetoric seemed 
polarized and focused on narrow bands of pre-determined understanding of what happened, why 
it happened, and what should have already been done to prevent it.  Rather than seeking 
understanding, many use these tragic moments seemingly to calcify viewpoints and opinions, 
which, ultimately, do not bring us to greater thoughtfulness and awareness but move us further 
apart from one another and from the truth itself. 
 
This situation brought to mind the comment of a rabbi friend in Danbury who opined years ago 
during the second intifada in the Middle East.  He noted that after the initial surge of violence, 
the local rabbis convened to discuss how they might help their congregants in this very difficult 
time.  The openness and camaraderie in the room quickly devolved into polarized statements.  
Doves, Hawks, and every political stripe in between were represented.  However, the rabbi 
noted, no one was listening to what the others were saying.  Everyone was using the time during 
one individual’s rant to prepare a rebuttal or an agreement.  No one was really hearing what the 
other people in the group were saying.  His final comment on the experience remains with me, 
“If we, as religious leaders, could not find common ground and a basis for hearing each other 
out, what type of scenarios exist for our people?” 
 
Well, of course, I have learned that sometimes religious leaders can bring more roadblocks to 
meaningful dialogue than an open road to understandig, and I know that many lay people are so 
much more gifted to work at deep dialogue and helping to facilitate that.  I also know that my 
rabbi friend’s words still ring true.  Finding opportunities, ways to speak to each other, and safe 



spaces to truly listen to what each of us have to say on any number of critical issues is very 
difficult, particularly as the various venues that we have for self-expression move us further and 
further away from a living, breathing human being with whom we must actually engage.  The 
twittersphere or blogosphere or internet are wonderful ways to connect, and they also allow for a 
great deal of anonymity and the illusion that we bear no responsibility for how we engage each 
other.  It is, however, abundantly clear that the events of the past two weeks and the ongoing 
issues that we face as a community, a nation, and the world require us to engage in civil 
discourse that seeks understanding.  There is no other way around this.  And listening, rather 
than always speaking, seems to be a critical component of how we should—and must—engage.   
 
I do not believe in some Pollyanaish naivete that we will all agree someday.  Hardly.  Indeed, I 
would find that world rather boring.  I do believe, however, that we all have a role in continuing 
to shape the tenor of the conversations that we have and the civility that leads to a recognition of 
our shared humanity, regardless of the deep divide that may exist in our perceptions of the world 
and our recognitions of how to solve the problems we face.  Christianity in its inception was an 
interesting amalgam of individuals.  Rich, poor, free, slave, women, men, Jew, Gentile.  What is 
fascinating is that they all, in some profound way, felt that they were connected to a community, 
to something greater than themselves, and that they were connected to God through their 
engagement with the community they were a part of.  It seems that such an awareness and insight 
could go a long way to furthering the discussions that we have in these days.  Lord knows we 
need as many voices open to the other, willing to listen, and rooted in the sacrality of the other 
and self to help solve the problems we face rather than contribute to them.  May it be so among 
us. 
 
 


