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"The capacity for compassion and empathy seems to be at the core of our ability to do the work and at the core of our ability to be wounded by the work"
(Charles Figley)

“Empathy is a double-edged sword; it is simultaneously your greatest asset and a point of real vulnerability.”
(D.G. Larson)

Our topic this month is empathy. Many of you are highly empathetic people. You are sensitive to the hurts of others and you have a lot of compassion toward people who suffer. Your deep concern for people may be part of what has led you to work in ministry. It's also what can damage you in this work.

While these traits can make you very effective in supporting other people, they also put you at risk of some consequences of caring. 

It's clear that empathy plays a big part in who develops compassion fatigue. People with high levels of empathy are at greater risk. People who don't have as much empathy are at lower risk. They can still be extremely effective in ministry, but their lower level of empathy proves to be protective. 

Very caring people have a higher risk of developing compassion fatigue, and most of you were drawn to this field because of your ability to be empathetic. That automatically increases your risk. If you are a very empathetic person it means you need to balance that with robust self-care habits.

Compassion fatigue can cause us to become less empathetic over time; our compassionate connection erodes and we close ourselves off, often as protection against further wounding.

We strive to be fully present for the people we serve; but this emotional involvement has consequences when people are dealing with trauma. Our empathy ends up wounding us and making us more vulnerable to caregiver stress.

Our empathy can lead to over identification with our clients who suffer. This over identification carries risks.

Over identification may lead us to:
· Form an unhealthy bond
· Focus exclusively on the trauma and suffering of others
· Develop blurred boundaries
· Become enmeshed
· Try to rescue others

As you talk about this among your team this month, take a look at the discussion questions and resources on the discussion sheet. This is a good opportunity for you to support each other as a team.

