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Empathy and Imagination:
Can we really understand the pain of others?
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Devarim 22:6-7
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Should a bird’s nest find you by happenstance on the
way in any tree or on the ground, chicks or eggs, and
the mother is hovering over the chicks or over the
eggs, do not take the mother with the children.

Send away the mother and you can take the children
for yourself so that it will be good for you and you will
live a long life.
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Devarim Rabbah 6:1
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...and why is the baby circumcised at 8 days? Because
God bestowed His mercy on him, to wait until he has
enough strength. And just as God’s mercy is on
people, so is His mercy on animals. From where do we
know this? As it says, from the 8th day on...and not
only that, but the Holy Blessed One said, don’t
slaughter it and its child in one day.

And just as the Holy Blessed One bestowed His mercy
on the animals, so He was filled with mercy for the
birds. From where do we know this? As it says, should
a bird’s nest find you by happenstance.
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Berachot 33b
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Mishnah: One who says [in prayer], “Your mercy should
arrive even to the bird’s nest!” or “Your name should be
remembered for good” or “we thank, we thank” - they
silence him.

Gemara: But, what is the reason for [censoring], “Your
mercy should arrive even to the bird’s nest!” Two
Palestinian Amoraim argued about this: R’ Yosi bar
Avin and R’ Yosi bar Zevida. One said: Because it casts
jealousy into creation. And the other said: Because it
constructs the Holy Blessed One’s attributes as mercy
when they are actually edicts.
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...The explanation of the idea is that a
person has mercy on another person
and not on an animal. Because a
person doesn’t understand the
“mindset” of an animal at all. Therefore
a person doesn’t really have
compassion inside them for [the
animal]. Because the notion of the
mindset and the compassion of the
animal is not at all understood by the
person. And similarly, the angels don't
understand the mindset of a person
and [people] are like animals to [the
angels]. But Blessed God who knows
everything also knows the mindset of
the angels and humanity and animals
and every single creature. Therefore
His compassion is on all of His
creations. And Blessed God knows that
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the compassion of a mother [bird] on
her chicks in the case of if you were to
take the mother with the children. And
similarly if you were to slaughter it and
its child on the same day...
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Vayikra 25:35-36
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When your brother becomes impoverished with you, and his
hand slips with you. And you will support him, whether alien
or resident, and he will live with you. Don't take interest or
extra payment and you will fear your God and your brother
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will live with you. My J'Nx
Ben Ish Hai - Parashat Behar ‘N YN 2

“There once was a king who had an only son who would
inherit all of his wealth. And he brought in a wise man, who
was an expert in all disciplines and he gave his son to him in
order to teach him all wisdom, in particular that which
touches upon the requirements of being a king. And the wise
man taught the son well and brought him to his father and
said, ‘He has learned well and you should submit him to the
test.” The king tested him and found him completely ready.
And he rejoiced greatly and commanded that the wise man
be given 100,000 gold coins from his treasury as well as a
designation of power and honor.

The wise man responded to the king, ‘There is still one more
thing that | need to teach your son. And we just need a short
amount of time for this. Send him to my house and | will
teach him.” The king said, ‘Good.” And he sent his son to the
house of the wise man. The wise man shut the door and
grabbed the son of the king and he shackled his feet and hit
his legs 50 times with a switch, until his blood flowed like
water. And the son was screaming, but no one came to save
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him. Afterwards he put him on a wagon and sent him to his
father. The king saw his son bleeding from his legs and
groaning from the pain. [The king] said to him, ‘What
happened to you?’ and the son told his father.

The king was furious and he decreed that the wise man be
hanged from a tree. But he commanded that the wise man
be brought to him before the crucifixion in order to ask him
about the terrible act he had done. They brought him before
the king who said, ‘I have already decreed your crucifixion.
And if there were a penalty worse than this, | would have
done it to you. Just tell me, what made you so insane as to
harm my son so terribly and to destroy the great honor and
reward that you would have received.’ The wise man
responded, ‘I can be relied upon to do my job and | won’t
trick you. That’s why | completed my job today with what |
did. Let me ask you first: Do you want to make your son a
merchant or a king? You certainly want your son to be a king
and to take your place. Therefore you told me that the core
is to teach him the requirements of a king. And that’s what |
did. I taught him and you checked him and found him ready,
but he was still lacking one thing which is the core and is a
critical requirement of a king.

Since the king establishes the land with justice and anyone
who does something that is out of bounds will be brought
before him to be tried. And the punishment has to be in
proportion to the sin. It will happen that someone will come
before him to be judged who has stolen 100 dinar-coins. And
the king will sentence him to be struck 1,000 times with a
switch because he never experienced any pain in his own
life, never even stung by a gnat. Because of how much he
has been protected he doesn’t know how painful the switch
is and that if someone were flogged 300 times they would
die and 500 times, they would be cut to pieces. But once the
king commands 1000 lashes it can’t be retracted, and this
person will have died a cruel and unusual death because he
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stole 100 dinar-coins. And what a grave injustice will the
king have perpetrated!

Therefore | hit [your son] with a switch, only an amount that
he could bear so that he would be able to evaluate the pain
of lashings. How much pain comes at 10, and how much
more at 50, and on and on. And then he will know how to
administer punishments correctly, in proportion to the
violation.’ The king was very glad and he gave the wise man
an additional gift.”

And so it is with the wealthy; they’ve never seen hunger.
Therefore when a poor and hungry person comes at the
point when he and his family are at their hungriest and cries
out for bread they won’t know the extent of how painful
hunger is so that they will have mercy on him to
immediately feed him what he needs to satisfy his hunger
and the hunger of his family. And it’s even possible that he
won’t give at all.

Therefore God commanded both the poor and the rich to
fast on one day of the year, night and day, on the 10th of
Tishrei. So that when the rich person leaves from the
synagogue at night hungry, thirsty, and weak in all of his
limbs, he will know how to evaluate the extent of pain of
hunger and therefore he won’t delay in giving to the poor
person who is starving and crying out for bread. And
similarly the pressure in business that will come to a rich
person. Even when he is still in the power of the
constellation of luck, nevertheless God will cause him some
pressure so that he would know and would suffer in his mind
the extent of pain of the pressure in his mind and be
strengthened to do kindness and to lend to his friend at his
time of pressure as we said above.
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...And one can explain this according to what is
written in the book Obligations of the Heart
(Bahya ibn Pakuda) in his explanation of what
the difference is between God’s beneficence to
humanity and a person’s beneficence to another
person. Because [when a person is good to
another person] it is all really for his own benefit.
Even the rich person who has pity on the
impoverished person because the pain of the
poor person hurts him, he intends to push off the
pain from himself...We have learned from his
words that the mercy that God has is not of the
same kind as the mercy of a person, because the
type of human mercy is not applicable to God.
Because everything is from Blessed God and any
pain that comes to a person comes from God’s
ruling. So mercy is not applicable to Him, but
rather so God decreed - that the world be
conducted with the attribute of mercy. Therefore
God is called “Master of Mercy.” Because He is
not like human beings whose mercy overcomes
them. To the contrary! The Holy Blessed One
controls mercy and He bestows His mercy on
everything. And these are the words of the
Midrash: Just as God bestowed (placed) His mercy
on People so He did to Animals, that everything is
a decree from Him...
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