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The printing press undoubtedly was one of the most important technological inventions            

of all time. The proliferation of books allows more people to attain more knowledge; that               

requires little explanation. However, psychologist Steven Pinker argues that the printing           

press also led to an increase in empathy in society. How so? As people were able to                 

express themselves and share their points of view, others were more likely to consider              

experiences that were different from their own. Whether through fiction or journalism,            

reading the thoughts that come from someone else’s mind and heart served to broaden              

perspectives. 

 

Sadly, it does not feel like this increase of empathy has carried over to the proliferation                

of television and internet media. It feels like society is as polarized as ever (with the                

caveat that we sometimes forget that there were worse times in history). Nonetheless,             

there is much concern. Summed up in a few catch phrases, cancel culture, virtue              

signaling, fake news, and alternative facts have not opened us up to others’ perspectives.              

Neither do riots, nor do mobs. With the ability to control who is within our immediate                

orbits - especially as many of us currently inhabit virtual worlds - we can click to remove                 

people or ideas that do not meet our personal standards. Sometimes, a moral stand              

must be taken, but the accusative finger is raised swiftly and mercilessly in today’s              

climate. 

What will redeem us? 

Moshe was completely caught by surprise when Hashem tapped him to approach            

Pharaoh to free B'nei Yisrael. The conversation, in the third chapter of Sefer Shemot,              

begins with Hashem telling Moshe about the pain B'nei Yisrael have endured, and             

Hashem has heard their outcry - so Hashem plans to bring them out of that land to a                  

better land. And now, Moshe, you are the one who will make this happen. What?! Where                

did that come from? Moshe asks, "Who am I??" When did I come into the picture? The                 

truth is, Hashem does not really answer the question. Hashem assures assistance, but             

Moshe never really gets an explanation as to why he is chosen. 

 

 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/why-are-we-blind-human-progress-and-development-harvards-steven-pinker-has-explanation
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But we actually do know why Moshe was chosen. Hashem, who empathizes with the              

suffering of B'nei Yisrael, needs someone who also knows how to empathize. The first              

trait we learn about Moshe Rabbeinu is his ability to empathize. 

  וְַיִהי ַּבָּיִמים ָהֵהם וִַּיְגַּדל מֶֹׁשה וֵַּיֵצא ֶאל ֶאָחיו וַַּיְרא ְּבִסְבלָֹתם וַַּיְרא ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ַמֶּכה ִאיׁש ִעְבִרי ֵמֶאָחיו:

The explanation of this verse is that when Moshe grew up, he became not just physically                

more mature but spiritually more mature. What Moshe’s growth entails is that "he went              

out to his brothers and he saw into their suffering." Rashi tells us מיצר להיות ולבו עיניו                   נתן

עליהם - that he directed his eyes and his heart to be distressed over them. The battle to                  

bring B'nei Yisrael out of Egypt is going to be tough, and it takes someone whose                

empathy is natural to persevere and to win the battle of justice. We know that life was                 

not all roses after the Exodus, and empathy remains an important leadership trait in              

building the foundations for the next stages of Am Yisrael. The leader who cares enough               

about his people to say “wipe me out with them if you will wipe them out” is the true                   

leader. While there are other traits that might come to mind first that may be necessary                

to be a successful leader, Hashem, who loves and cares about B'nei Yisrael, must have an                

assistant whose core being shares that love and care, whose core being is concerned              

about other people. 

 

What is particularly remarkable about Moshe’s empathy is that Moshe, in some ways,             

was not identifiable as a Hebrew. He grew up in the palace of Pharaoh. He was sheltered                 

from oppression. He grew up separated both physically and mentally from other            

Hebrews. How easy would it be for Moshe to dismiss the anguish of other Hebrews?               

Maybe to feel slightly bad about it but to just accept the status quo for what it was? It’s                   

not so bad! Maybe he would even suggest that maybe there was some reason why the                

Hebrews were at fault for their own oppression? 

 

But he is able to see past his own frame of reference to see their maltreatment. He is                  

able to go beyond his comfort zone to internalize the pain of others. 

There is a lot of anger in the United States. I need not give specific examples. My plea is                   

that with all of the indignance we see all around us, that we will not forget the humanity                  

of someone who may seem different from us. I would like to quote sociologist Robb               

Willer, who said the following words four years ago. They ring true today: 

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/can_empathy_bridge_political_divides
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/can_empathy_bridge_political_divides
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I believe a whole new set of arguments will be needed to create effective political               

coalitions on issues like climate change, immigration, and inequality. To come up            

with those arguments, liberals and conservatives must take the time to really            

listen to one another, to understand one another’s values and to think creatively             

about why someone with very different political and moral commitments from           

their own should nonetheless come to agree with them. Empathy and respect will             

be critical if we are going to sew our country back together. 

 

Today’s platforms for sharing views have tremendous potential to positively influence           

others by giving others a window into a perspective they may not have seen. But               

call-outs and gotchas must be reserved for the truly extreme cases if they will have any                

potency. The rest of the time, we must find ourselves ready to listen and to not just see                  

someone else’s hurt, but to see into it, to attempt to understand it on its own terms, not                  

our own. We must see our fellow Americans as people worthy of our kindness and               

compassion, as partners for perfecting society, even if we do not always agree, even if               

their perspective and experience seems to clash with our own. There will be some people               

who want to terrorize those who differ from them. There will be that Egyptian              

taskmaster who objectively abuses the vulnerable individual. The only way we can fight             

that spirit is by uniting in our hatred of evil and love of compassionate justice. 

 

We are currently in the middle of a transition. A new Congress began their terms this                

week. A new presidential term begins in just under two weeks. My prayer is that during                

this coming term and all future terms, no matter which party is in power, all of our                 

elected officials put empathy first. Empathy for the vulnerable. Empathy for humankind.            

I hope that when we disagree, that it's not about whether we should care about some                

people's suffering more than others. I hope that we share the common value of caring               

for the best interests of our fellow Americans and that our disagreement is solely about               

the means by which we improve lives. This is what we should first and foremost demand                

of our leadership. One does not need to be Moshe in order to emulate one of his finest                  

traits. 


