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LEADER’S GUIDE

Compassion as 
a Spiritual Discipline

Indifference is the enemy.

Goal for the Session
Participants will learn to view the practice of compas-
sion as a discipline essential for the development of a 
vibrant spiritual life.

Preparing for the Session
• Familiarize yourself with the introductory material. 

Think about Wiesel’s words on indifference and the 
application of this idea to our lives as adults. 

• Think of personal stories when you “suffered with” 
another human being—especially someone outside 
of your circle of peers. How did walking in the shoes 
of another move you to a deeper understanding of 
the person’s situation? Did it move you to act? 

• Bring in four or fi ve pairs of shoes—shoes that rep-
resent some kind of story. They do not need to be 
your own shoes—maybe a pair of beaten-up work 
boots, a pair of nursing shoes, a pair of shoes worn 
by a waitress or waiter, a pair of shoes worn by a 
homeless person, and a pair of hospital slippers. 
You might also fi nd some shoes from another cul-
ture. You will use these shoes during the “Opening” 
exercise to get people talking about what it is like 
spend a day in another person’s shoes. Become com-
fortable with the following questions: What would 
spending a day in this person’s shoes teach you 
about the person and his or her culture, joy, pain, or 
work? Compassion is developing the ability to walk 
in another’s shoes—to see and experience life from 
another person’s perspective. 

• Rummage through a few magazines and come up 
with some photographs that might evoke some kind 
of emotional response. These can be used to get peo-
ple talking about the connections between feelings 
and action.

• Review the parable of the Good Samaritan. It is a 
good biblical story to read. The striking part of the 
story is that the Samaritan’s heart is moved by the 
encounter. The Samaritan, in some way, “suffers 
with” the wounded man, which leads to his action. 

• If you have a book or article about a person you 
think embodies compassion, bring it to the session.

• Arrange the classroom in a horseshoe confi guration, 
with the participants facing a blackboard or dry-
erase board. The confi guration will keep everyone 
facing the front but will also encourage dialogue.

• Think of some personal stories you can tell that will 
create an atmosphere of trust and vulnerability. One 
or two illustrations demonstrating how “suffering 
with” another person (especially someone you did 
not know very well, misunderstood, or did not like) 
led to greater understanding and, ultimately, an act 
of compassion would be powerful. 

• If the group is very small, you may need to act as 
a participant. If the group is very large, the group 
sharing time might be a greater challenge to facili-
tate, and people might be less inclined to share. You 
might want to designate some people to share ahead 
of time.
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Teaching Tip
Some people might not be comfortable with the notion 
that the practice of compassion can be viewed as a spiri-
tual discipline. Your participants might see little or no 
connection between feeling with others and growing in 
their personal faith. They might be content with church 
attendance, personal devotions, and private prayer. The 
value of these disciplines should not be diminished, as 
they are critical for our faith development. This lesson is 
to challenge participants to consider how intentionally 
engaging in acts of compassion can encourage spiritual 
growth. You might ask the following questions: What 
do you consider a spiritual discipline? Would you con-
sider the practice of compassion a spiritual discipline?

Opening (10 minutes)
1. Thinking about Other People’s Lives
As participants enter the room, provide each person 
with a pencil and piece of paper. Ask them to view the 
pairs of shoes and answer the following questions:

• How would you describe the life of the persons who 
wear the shoes?

• What struggles do you think they encounter on a 
daily basis?

• What would it be like to walk in any of their shoes 
for a day?

After fi ve minutes have the participants return to the 
circle. Have them briefl y share some of their observa-
tions. If time permits, ask them what they think the 
value of walking in another’s shoes might be.

2. Prayer
Gracious and loving God, we are reminded in the 
Scriptures that you are compassionate. Thank you 
for identifying with your people in such a way that 
you feel and understand our pain. Help us today to 
understand what it means to be a compassionate 
human being. Teach us what it means to feel with 
others, so we will be compelled to serve, act, and 
love in your name. Amen.

Exploring (25 minutes)
3. Is Indiff erence the Enemy? 
If participants have not read the handout, distribute it 
at this time and give them a few minutes to read the 

“Introduction.” If they have already read it, allow a few 
minutes for any questions to be raised and discussed.

Say: The author suggests that indifference is the enemy. 
He raises the point that in many horrifi c historical 
events, Christians have not acted to protect others 
against violence. Allow a brief discussion about this 
point. Is indifference really the enemy?

4. “Be Compassionate, 
as God Is Compassionate”
Point out this section of the Participant Handout. 
Remind participants that the author points to Jesus’ 
teaching that rules are not as important as being com-
passionate toward one another. 

Ask: What are some examples from the Bible where Jesus 
suggested not obeying rules in order to practice compas-
sion? Allow participants to name some examples.

Now ask participants to think of some modern exam-
ples where they have seen people breaking rules in 
order to practice compassion. The author pointed out 
some rather extreme examples during the Nazi Holo-
caust. What are some others either big or small?

5. Sometimes Compassion 
Must Be Learned
The Oliners attempted to fi nd out why some people are 
moved to action to help people in need while others 
are not. They found that the one characteristic of people 
who help others that sets them apart from those who 
do not is that they feel moved by pain. Somehow, they 
can feel the pain of others, and they can empathize with 
those who are in need. The Oliners then suggest eight 
processes that help lead to increased empathy.

Depending on time available and the size of your 
group, divide into groups of three or four people each. 
Give the groups fi ve minutes to think of an example of 
each of these processes that they see practiced in your 
church or in their lives. After fi ve minutes, allow time 
for a few responses to each process.

Responding (10 minutes)
6. Personal Refl ection
Tell the group that they will now have some time to 
personally refl ect on their own level of empathy and 
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ways they might increase empathy in themselves and 
perhaps in their families and community. Invite them 
to write their thoughts on their handout or on a piece 
of paper or simply to quietly refl ect. You will ask three 
questions and give them time to consider them.

• On a scale of 1–10 (10 being the highest), how would 
you measure your level of compassion?

• Look at the fi nal section of the Participant Handout 
where the author provides some examples of ways to 
increase levels of empathy. Do any of these seem like 
ways you might practice? What other steps might 
you take?

• What do you presently do to teach your children or 
grandchildren compassion? Are there ways you can 
be more intentional? 

Closing (5 minutes)
7. Homework
Have the participants name a person in whose shoes 
they might try to walk this week. Write the person’s 
name on a note card. Request the participants to keep 
the card in one of their books, in their briefcase, or on 
the dashboard of their car. Encourage the participants 
to “be compassionate as God is compassionate” as they 
leave for the week.

8. Prayer
Close with a prayer asking God to be with all who suf-
fer and to help us never to be indifferent to suffering, as 
hard as that might be.

Teaching Alternatives
• Picture identifi cation: Clip out pictures from various 

magazines that depict different scenes that might 
create feelings of empathy—a homeless person, a 
grieving person, a child searching for food, an auto 

accident, a wounded soldier, and so on. If you are 
technologically savvy, you might make a brief Pow-
erPoint presentation. As you show the pictures, ask 
the participants what feelings the pictures conjure. 
Would these feelings encourage the participants to 
act in any way? If so, how might they act? Discuss the 
connection between our feelings and our actions.

• Compassion journal: Some people keep prayer jour-
nals; other people keep gratitude journals. The pur-
pose of these journals is to get into the regular practice 
of thinking about prayer and gratitude. What about 
challenging your participants to keep a compassion 
journal for a couple of weeks? Have the participants 
record events when they intentionally tried to iden-
tify with the feelings, pain, and sorrow of another. 
If they acted as a result of these feelings, have them 
record their acts of compassion. Have your partici-
pants write about how this discipline of intentionally 
walking in another’s shoes is challenging their spiri-
tual growth.

Key Scriptures
Proverbs 29:7

Matthew 9:36

Luke 10:25–37

John 11:38–44

Colossians 3:12

For More Information
Laurent A. Parks Daloz, Cheryl H. Keen, James P. Keen, and 
Sharon Daloz Parks, Common Fire: Leading Lives of Commitment 
in a Complex World (Boston: Beacon, 1996).

David Diggs, “We See from Where We Stand,” PRISM Maga-
zine, May–June 2002. Article available at http://www.beyond-
borders.net/essays/WeSeeFromWhereWeStand.htm.

Samuel P. Oliner and Pearl M. Oliner, The Altruistic Personality: 
Rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe (New York: Free Press, 1988).



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads true
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12.002400
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


