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The Full Circle of Empathy
The empathic moment, a brief history-
After some basic ground work was done on the Interactive Focusing model, I
recognized a big piece was still needed. This interactive model was pointing
more and more in the direction of not just a communication model; it was
developing as a model with the intention and capability of teaching empathy
and compassion.

The idea behind reflective responding, the basic listening mode in
Focusing exchanges, was to intend to listen empathically. There is nothing
intrinsic, however, about reflective responding that implies empathic listening.
We were using reflective responding, also, as our basic listening mode in
Interactive Focusing. Realizing this lack, we added a feature called Focuser-
as-teacher or storyteller-as-teacher. This feature had the person telling the
story give the listener feedback to help her be a more empathic and
compassionate listener. This was working beautifully. Still, something was
missing.

Someone who was acknowledged to be a very skillful, compassionate
and empathic listener was Mary McGuire, longtime director of the Focusing
Institute. We all observed her and tried to learn from her. Still there was
something illusive there. And the hunt for empathy continued.

After a trip to Toronto in 1993 to conduct an Interactive Focusing
workshop with Kevin McEvenue and Paul Huschilt, I made a discovery about
something I named the “empathic moment.” It was simply that we needed to
take an isolated moment to recapture the storyteller’s experience in an
intentionally empathic way. 1 was coaching Kevin and Paul in an interaction
when I realized that there was a very poignant point where they seemed to
have come to a moment of shared empathy. I asked them to take time there
just to be with each other to receive what had just come.

I came back from Toronto excited but apprehensive about telling Mary
of my discovery. At first, she was dismissive of the notion saying that is what
she did all the time she was reflecting. She was taking the story in and
listening empathically. She was, however, willing to try this new step. In the
beginning it was awkward for her. It seemed to draw her back from the edge
where she was in her listening. As she used it more, she became convinced
of its usefulness and finally became a convert.

Mary acknowledged that she was a very seasoned and skilled,
empathic listener. What she did intuitively, others might find difficult if not
impossible. It seemed that we finally had a way of teaching what Mary did
intuitively, to listen empathically. Now the rest of us could begin to master a
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very difficult developmental step, empathy. Even later, Mary realized that the

empathic moment brought something new to listening, not just a way to teach
what she did.

The empathic moment-

The empathic moment now had a very distinct place and shape i the
Interactive Focusing process. After the storyteller told a piece of her story
and felt adequately heard, a discreet step was taken where the listener went
down inside to once more ftry to get the story empathically and
compassionately. The process at this point in history, in summary: 1. The
storyteller tells her story, 2. The listener selects a reflection using his
bodysense, 3. The storyteller resonates the reflection and gives the listener
any feedback required, 4. The storyteller senses she has finished a piece of
the story and 5. The listener takes a moment to empathically get how the
experience is for the storyteller. This is the empathic moment. The listener
then shares with the storyteller what came for him when he tried to get
empathically how it was for the storyteller. The storyteller takes that in,
resonates it and gives feedback to help the listener come into as close an
empathic alignment as possible.

A second discovery about the empathic moment-

A long while after I discovered and described the empathic moment, I
discovered a new piece...again, out of the practice of the Interactive Focusing
model. This piece occurs simultaneously for the listener and the storyteller at
the empathic moment. Perhaps it was happening i me all along,
subliminally, but it finally came to consciousness, and I have now named
it...the double empathic moment. This is self~empathy, of course, dosed with
a healthy portion of self-compassion. It makes sense that the steps of
discovering empathy came to me in this particular order which follows a
natural, developmental sequence.

I believe that self-empathy and self-compassion follow a certain
developmental course of 1. receiving empathy and compassion from others,
2. learning from this modeling to give empathy and compassion to others and
3. giving empathy and compassion to yourself. 1 have examined this
developmental line in my article Teaching Focusing the Way We Can Best
Learn It.

The complexity of the empathic moment-

Once 1 discovered the power of this new step, I began taking the time set
aside in the process for the empathic moment to take an empathic moment
with myself. Typically, when the empathic moment comes in the process, the
listener will take some time to drop down inside to see if she is getting the
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story the way the storyteller experienced it. This is how we have defined the
empathic moment, the time for the listener to try to get how this story is being
experienced by the storyteller. There is a pause in the interaction while this is
being completed. The listener becomes quiet for a few moments to sense
deeply into an empathic hearing of the storyteller’s experience.

There was no defined task here for the storyteller. I would just wait.
Now I no longer wait passively or even intently to see what the listener
comes to. It is during this time that I take time with myself to be empathic
toward myself. I try to sense how the whole of this piece of my story is for
me, especially because this is a newly arrived at moment. I have just shared
with my listener all about where I am with my issue. Some new part may
have broken loose. Something may have revealed itself in that moment. I
make an internal step. Something new has been named — something comes
clear — something comes into focus. I am at a whole new place. I actually
check in with myself now, in this moment of vision, in a new way —
empathically — or perhaps more accurately, self-empathically.
The completed circle: receiving empathy from another, having empathy
for another, giving empathy to oneself-
To complete the circle of empathy, it was necessary to introduce self-
empathy into the Interactive Focusing model — as a separate piece that can be
marked and practiced. It happened for me spontaneously. One day it was
just there. This spontaneous arrival of self-empathy during an Interactive
session leads me to conclude that self-empathy is a natural, developmental.
process — one that has dropped out of our repertoire due to lack of practice
and use, and/or one that has been trained out of us on the quasi-religious
grounds of the “sinful acts of selfishness and the sublime and redeeming acts
of altruism.” Of course, altruism and self-care are not mutually exclusive. A
healthy balance is necessary for full living. I am reminded here of one of my
favorite quotes: If I am not for myself, who will be? If I am not for others,
what am I? If not now, when? (Rabbi Hillel the Elder, First century B.C.E.)

From my own work on my inner child, I recognize when I need to
become caring and gentle with a sore place in myself. This is compassion
and self-care. This I knew, and I knew how to do it. Self-empathy was
something about which I had not yet become aware. Perhaps because of this
I have been deeply affected by my discovery of the other side of the empathic
moment — how I perceive I am experiencing my own experience. 1 stay in
the caring attitude — or I receive myself in a caring way. And I try to
empathically understand my newly revealed self — with compassion.
Inviting self-empathy into the empathic moment-
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