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The Meta-Value of Empathy 
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Parashat VaEira, 5774 

 
Being reflective about a reaction to a movie 

One of the blockbuster movies released during  the last holiday season was the film 
version1 of the musical drama2 based upon Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables.3   By most accounts, 
the stage production that originated in France, followed by an English language version that was 
produced first in London and then in the United States, is deemed, at least to this point, superior 
on many levels. But whether or not one thinks that the movie does justice to the story and the 
music, a January 7th, 2013 column about his and his children’s reaction to the movie by Michael 
Gerson, an op-ed writer for the Washington Post, caught my attention. The column was entitled 
“Crying at the Movies”,4 and it began,  

Following the “Les Miserables” incident…  I suspect I will never persuade my 
teenage sons to attend a movie with me again. At various moments of high 
emotion — and there are few other kinds in the movie — their father was a 
sobbing, embarrassing mess. And I agree with them that weeping for the 
imaginary suffering of fictional characters played by highly paid actors requires 
explanation… 

What might crying at the movies suggest about the viewer? 
 Gerson goes on to note that his crying reflects a particular emotional sensibility: 

The lacrimal system produces and drains tears…  

Empathetic tears, so far as we know, are not expressed by any other species. 
Showing vulnerability (through the emotion of empathy) appears to serve the 
evolutionary purpose of building communities of cooperation and mutual 
support...   

Why might Les Mis engender tears in particular? 
The writer then summarizes and interprets Victor Hugo’s story that has moved so many 

so deeply over the years: 

Valjean begins as a hardened prisoner. He is shown mercy and learns to show 
it…   

Valjean is saved by his sacrifices. He learns love by raising a daughter, and then 
the far reaches of love by giving her away. The ending is not particularly happy. 

                                                           
1
 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1707386/  

2
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Mis%C3%A9rables_%28musical%29  

3
 Les Miserables by Victor Hugo, Lee Fahnestock (Translator, Introduction), New American Library, New 

York, 1987.   
4
 http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-01-07/opinions/36207291_1_tears-empathy-hugo  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/gog/movies/les-miserables,1214741.html
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1707386/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Mis%C3%A9rables_%28musical%29
http://www.amazon.com/Victor-Hugo/e/B000APYXFS/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Lee+Fahnestock&search-alias=books&text=Lee+Fahnestock&sort=relevancerank
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-01-07/opinions/36207291_1_tears-empathy-hugo
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Handing over his child to the future also leaves the protagonist broken. In the 
end, he has surrendered everything he possessed except God. But that is 
enough… 

Les Mis as a paradigm of this type of literature 
Finally, Gerson links Les Miserables with other great literary works: 

There is a reason the great stories persist in provoking our lacrimal system: the 
hope that life is a story, that all the suffering, vulgarity, pity and sacrifice add 
up to something and lead somewhere…  

The author wonders why his own reaction is so different from that of his children 
The column ends with the author hoping that someday, his sons too will be moved 

emotionally to empathize with the stories and characters that reduce him to tears: 

So perhaps my sons will someday understand that there is much to learn about 
being human from imagined lives… 

And I hope they will find, as Valjean does, in the end that “there is scarcely 
anything else in the world but that: to love one another.” Which is worth a few 
tears.   

Extending this rumination on empathy to classical texts in Jewish literature. 
Extending the theme that Gerson develops to a specifically Jewish frame of reference, 

we would readily say that important life lessons can and should be learned as well from the 
accounts of individuals and families found in our biblical and Rabbinic traditions. So, one would 
then have to ask:  is “empathy” in fact a central Jewish value that is articulated and encouraged 
in our own traditional sources?  

 
Etymology of “emphathy” and its Hebrew counterpart 

In modern Hebrew, the word for empathy is “Hizdahut”, a particular form of the noun 
“Zeihut” meaning identity.5 The causative form which results from the addition of a “Heh” at the 
beginning of the word  would then mean “to cause oneself to identify with”, or more precisely, 
“a psychological term meaning the projection of one’s own personality into the mind or the 
personality of another in order to understand him better. This special meaning is, of course, not 
at all the same thing as ‘sympathy’, which merely means a sharing of similar emotions. Empathy 
comes from the Greek empatheia, meaning ‘affection or passion’”.6 Not surprisingly, Rabbinic 
literature is devoid of any mention of the very modern word “Hizdahut”, and therefore we will 
have to analyze texts on our own to see if they are exercises in empathy.  

 
Empathic Pesach customs 

Two customs over the course of Pesach would appear to reflect the value of empathy: 
 

                                                           
5
 Avraham Even Shoshan, HaMilon HeChadash, Vol. 1, Kiryat Sefer, Yerushalayim, p. 335. 

6
 William and Mary Morris, Morris Dictionary of Word and Phrase Origins, Second Ed. Harper Collins, NY 

1973, p. 203. 
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1) During the Seder, when the plagues are enumerated, a drop of wine is removed by 
each participant from their cup of wine for each of the ten plagues as well as some of 
the additional descriptions of destruction, indicating that our own joy over being 
redeemed is per force  mitigated since it comes about by means of another’s 
suffering, even if that other is someone who was bent upon persecuting me;7  

 
2) Hallel after the beginning of Pesach, is shortened in recognition of the drowning of 

the Egyptian pursuers at the Reed Sea.8  
 

While one could conclude that these practices reflect the value of empathy, they only do so 
upon reflection, as opposed to articulating the value clearly and encouraging its enactment in 
situations throughout the year, rather than only on Pesach.  
 
A more clear-cut expression for the need for empathy in a Jewish primary source 

One Rabbinic source, however, that appears to clearly promote empathy as a desirable 
value is a statement in Pirkei Avot: 

 
Avot 2:4 

Hillel used to say: …Do not judge your friend until you reach his place. 

 

But even in this instance, one could counter that an even better piece of advice would simply be 

not to judge others in the first place, and instead to extend to them the benefit of the doubt (!)9 

thereby precluding the need for exercising empathy altogether. Wouldn’t it be preferable if 

empathy were described as serving as an end in itself rather than as a means for responding to 

the negative tendency of being judgmental?   

 

A different source in Pirkei Avot promoting empathy 

An alternate source in Avot10 that is less explicit, but understood by some as more 

directly promoting empathy, appears among the many things that are listed as outcomes of 

proper Tora study: 

                                                           
7
 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 473:7 RaMA. 

8
 Ibid. 490:4, Mishna Berura #7. 

9
 Avot 1:6 

…Yehoshua ben Perachya said:…Judge every person by the scale of merit (i.e., if one envisions a 
balance, view the next person as weighing down the side of merit as opposed to the side 
representing guilt and transgression.) 

10
 By virtue of this reference appearing in the sixth chapter of Avot, one could claim that it really isn’t part 

of this tractate. Since the sixth chapter, rather than being composed of Mishnayot assembled by R. 
Yehuda HaNasi when he was editing the Mishna, was added at a later time, and actually originally 
appeared in the minor tractate Kalla Rabbati, Chapt. 8 as well as Seder Eliyahu Zuta, Chapt. 17, should it 
be considered as a true part of Avot? Even the introduction to the first Mishna in Chapter 6 clearly 
differentiates this chapter from the rest of the Tractate: 

The Scholars taught in the style of the Mishna. Blessed be he Who has Approved them and their 
teaching. 

Yet this would appear to be more a scholarly question than one that disturbs the popular imagination, 
because the sixth chapter is usually printed in Siddurim, Mishnayot, etc. as part of Tractate Avot.  
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Avot 6:6 

The possessor of Tora is one who recognizes his place, rejoices in his portion, 

makes a fence for his words, claims no credit for himself, is loved, loves God, 

loves his fellow creatures, loves righteous ways, welcomes reproof of himself, 

loves uprightness, keeps himself far from honor, does not allow his heart to 

become swelled on account of his learning, delights not in giving legal decisions, 

shares in the bearing of a burden with his colleague,11 uses his weight with him 

on the scale of merit, places him upon a groundwork of truth, places him upon a 

groundwork of peace, composes himself at his study, asks and answers, listens 

to others, adds to his knowledge, learns in order to teach, learns in order to 

practice, makes his teacher wiser, notes with precision that which he has heard, 

and says a thing in the name of him who said it. 

 

R. Simcha Ziesel Ziv of Kelm,12 one of R. Yisrael Salanter’s13 five most significant students, 

devotes many of the opening essays in his major work, Sefer Chachma U’Mussar,14 to 

developing the concept “Noseh B’Ohl Im Chaveiro” (sharing in the bearing of a burden with his 

colleague). For example, he explains that Moshe qualified for the leadership of the Jewish 

people by demonstrating this attribute when on three separate occasions, he undertook to 

protect people whom he did not know, but with whose pain and oppression he empathized and 

therefore decided to act on their behalves—the Jew being beaten by the Egyptian taskmaster,15 

the Jew being set upon by another Jew,16 and Yitro’s daughters who were being bullied by the 

other shepherds.17 RaShI already attributes such a sensibility to Moshe in his comment on 

Shemot 2:11 “And it came to pass in those days, when Moshe was grown up, that he went out 

unto his brethren, and looked on their burdens; and he saw an Egyptian smiting a Hebrew, one 

of his brethren.” The commentator writes, “He applied his eyes and his heart to be disturbed by 

                                                           
11

 Just as the Commandment, (VaYikra 19:14) “Thou shalt not curse the deaf, nor put a stumbling-block 
before the blind, but thou shalt fear thy God: I Am the LORD” is not only understood literally, but also 
figuratively, i.e., do not deceive someone who is not as informed as you might be, so also the principle in 
Avot is not limited to offering to help someone carry a literal heavy burden, but to put yourself in his 
position and try to understand what he is going through.  
12

 Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv Broida (1824–1898), also known as the Alter of Kelm (the Elder of Kelm), was 
one of the foremost students of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter and one of the early leaders of the Musar 
movement. He is best known as the founder and director of the Kelm Talmud Torah… 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simcha_Zissel_Ziv  
13

 Rabbi Yisroel Lipkin, also known as "Yisroel Salanter" or "Israel Salanter" (November 3, 1810, Zhagory – 
February 2, 1883, Königsberg), was the father of the Musar movement in Orthodox Judaism and a famed 
Rosh yeshiva and Talmudist. The epithet Salanter was added to his name since most of his schooling took 
place in Salant (now the Lithuanian town of Salantai), where he came under the influence of Rabbi Yosef 
Zundel of Salant… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yisroel_Salanter  
14

 R. Yerucham HaLevi Levovitz, New York, 5717. 
15

 Shemot 2:11-2. 
16

 Ibid. 13-4. 
17

 Ibid. 16-7. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yisrael_Salanter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musar_movement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musar_movement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kelm_Talmud_Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simcha_Zissel_Ziv
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zhagory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%B6nigsberg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musar_movement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosh_yeshiva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salantai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yosef_Zundel_of_Salant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yosef_Zundel_of_Salant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yisroel_Salanter
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their situation.” R. Simcha Ziesel goes so far as to suggest that one should not only have 

empathy for other human beings, but even for animals: 

 

…We saw a teamster sitting on a heavily laden wagon with a horse that did not 

want to pull, and as a result the man incessantly beat his horse. If the teamster 

had himself tried to pull the wagon with all his might as the horse had done, he 

would not have been as cruel to the horse. It was only because he wasn’t pulling 

with him, he couldn’t imagine having compassion for the horse that was 

constantly pulling with all its might…18 19 

However, while R. Simcha Ziesel certainly extolls the virtue of empathy, he does not describe 
how to develop such a sensibility were one to not innately possess this sensibility, something 
that Gerson seems to sense about his sons’ present mind-set. 

Should reading the beginning of Shemot reduce at least some of us to tears? 
One would think that the story described in the Tora reading of the past several 

Shabbatot from the beginning of Sefer Shemot could serve as a source for inspiring the quality 
of empathy which is so central to not only Hugo’s Les Miserables, but also the religious thinking 
of R. Simcha Ziesel.  The Tora offers a general and individual perspective on the difficulties and 
persecutions faced by Jews during that period. As a whole, the Jewish people are enslaved by 
the Egyptians and remain slaves for hundreds of years with no salvation in sight. Their children 
are thrown into the Nile. Rabbinic tradition posits that in order to try to cure his skin disease, 
Pharoah demanded that he be able to bathe in the blood of Jewish children, no less.20 Egyptian 
taskmasters are empowered to beat the Jews to death.  They have imposed upon them 
merciless work quotas that leave them exhausted and despondent. We are also told of the story 
of a particular family, who try to save the life of their youngest child by placing him in a basket in 
the Nile, without necessarily expecting to see him ever again. The child’s sister risks her life to 
watch what will happen to her baby brother and then boldly suggests to the royal princess who 
discovers the basket and its precious contents, to provide a wet-nurse, resourcefully intending 
all along that this should be her and the baby’s own mother.  

 Yet, while the story in Shemot would appear to contain at least as many heartbreaking 
elements as Hugo’s Les Miserables, I have never found myself, or for that matter anyone else 
over the years, crying or even being particularly choked up when reading and studying the 
Tora’s account of the Egyptian experience. Gerson’s column caused me to wonder why that 
should be the case. It is possible that watching a play or film allows for a greater sense of the 
“suspension of disbelief”21 on the part of the audience as discussed by Aristotle in The Poetics,22 

                                                           
18

 “Noseh B’Ohl” in Sefer Chachma U’Mussar, p. 14. 
19

 A biblical example of an individual who exemplified empathy for animals is Rivka who made sure to not 
only offer water to Eliezer, but also to his camels, thereby passing the servant’s test and qualifying to 
become Yitzchak’s wife. 
20

 RaShI on Shemot 2:3 d.h. VaYamot Melech Mitzrayim. 
21

 The Greek philosopher declares that a prerequisite for a spectator at a drama to undergo the ideal 
emotional catharsis that a play is intended to inspire, is for him to “buy in” to the declared identities of 
the actors as well as the action that is suggested by the props, the dialogue and the cast’s movements. 
Someone who holds himself at arm’s length and disputes e.g., that the character is really Napolean or 
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than what one feels when he reads a book or listens to an eye-witness account, and if I would 
watch a well-done play or film depicting the life of the Jews in Egypt and/or the heartbreak that 
was experienced by Moshe and his family, perhaps I would be more deeply moved than by 
reading or even studying Shemot.23 

Is empathy a quality  that one has to try to develop based upon sources other than primary 
Jewish ones? 
 Then again, it just might be that whereas the Tora certainly inspires many wonderful 
and beneficial traits, eliciting and developing a sense of empathy on the part of the reader does 
not happen to be one of them.24 It might be necessary to resort to other works of literature or 
media in order to become more sensitized in this regard. R. Aharon Lichtenstein has written,  
 

Nor should we be deterred by the illusion that we can find everything that we need 

within our own tradition. As Arnold insisted, one must seek “the best that has been 

thought and said in the world,” and if, in many areas, much of that best is of foreign 

origin, we should expand our horizons rather than exclude it. “Accept the truth”, the 

RaMBaM urged, “from whoever states it.”25 

Perhaps if Les Miserables has the ability to call upon our sense of empathy in a way that our 

own literary sources do not, then we can radically conclude that it should actually be considered 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Lincoln as he purports, will obviously be unable to derive any personal benefit from what is being 
depicted. 
22  Aristotle's Poetics (Greek: Περὶ ποιητικῆς, c. 335 BCE) is the earliest-surviving work of dramatic theory 

and the first extant philosophical treatise to focus on literary theory.
 
 In it, Aristotle offers an account of 

what he calls "poetry" (a term which in Greek literally means "making" and in this context includes 

drama—comedy, tragedy, and the satyr play—as well as lyric poetry, epic poetry, and the dithyramb). He 

examines its "first principles" and identifies its genres and basic elements. His analysis of tragedy 

constitutes the core of the discussion...
  

 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poetics_%28Aristotle%29  

23
 Someone remarked to me that when their younger sister first watched Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten 

Commandments, she cried! The effectiveness of the 1998 animated feature film The Prince of Egypt could 
similarly be explained.  
24

 It is notable that the literary critic Erich Auerbach, in his title essay, “Mimesis” (Mimesis: The 
Representation of Reality in Western Literature, Princeton U. Press), argues that a comparison of Homer’s 
The Odyssey and the biblical account of Akeidat Yitzchak (Beraishit 22), would lead one to argue that the 
latter is the superior literary creation since it demands of the reader to be active and fill-in that which the 
sparse text omits. Perhaps when a person has to work so hard in supplying details of the story, it leaves 
little psychic energy to engage in emotional engagement that would call upon the reader’s powers of 
empathy?     
25

 “A Consideration of Synthesis from a Tora Point of View” in Leaves of Faith: The World of Jewish 

Learning, Vol. 1, Ktav, New Jersey, 2004, p. 94. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristotle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dramatic_theory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extant_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_theory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drama
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comedy_(drama)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragedy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satyr_play
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyric_poetry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epic_poetry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dithyramb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragedy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poetics_%28Aristotle%29
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a type of Mitzva (!) to read such a book or watch such a play or film, at least from a Mussar 

perspective?26 

Responding to the dire circumstances of others by determining to do something about it, 
rather than simply sharing in the grief. 

Another explanation for our lack of crying over the story of the suffering in Egypt, might 
be Judaism’s very pro-active response to our encounter with slavery described in Shemot. 
Instead of wallowing in the misery of it all, on several occasions, the Egyptian experience is 
invoked as a rationale to fulfill certain Mitzvot because “we know what it is like to be in the 
situation of one who is an outsider, let alone a slave.” Perhaps we are expected to be too 
preoccupied to assure that our situation is not shared by others to feel sorry for ourselves or our 
ancestors: 

 
a)  Devarim 5:13-5 

Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work; But the seventh day is a Sabbath unto 
the LORD thy God, in it thou shalt not do any manner of work, thou, nor thy son, nor 
thy daughter, nor thy man-servant, nor thy maid-servant, nor thine ox, nor thine ass, 
nor any of thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates; that thy man-servant 
and thy maid-servant may rest as well as thou. And thou shalt remember that thou 
was a servant in the land of Egypt, and the LORD thy God Brought thee out thence 
by a Mighty Hand and by an Outstretched Arm; therefore the LORD thy God 
Commanded thee to keep the Sabbath day.   

 do things to alleviate the oppression of workers and servants. 
 

b)  Ibid. 10:19 
Love ye therefore the stranger; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt.  

 offer emotional support to the outsider. 
 

c)  Ibid. 15:13-5 
And when thou lettest him (a Jewish slave who worked for you as an indentured 
servant) go free from thee, thou shalt not let him go empty; thou shalt furnish him 
liberally out of thy flock, and out of thy threshing-floor, and out of thy winepress; of 
that wherewith the LORD thy God hath Blessed thee thou shalt give unto him. And 
thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in the land of Egypt, and the LORD 
thy God redeemed thee; therefore I command thee this thing to-day.  

 offer material support to the poor and new arrivals.  
 

d)  Ibid. 16:11-2 
And thou shalt rejoice before the LORD thy God (when you come to Jerusalem for 
one of the pilgrimage festivals), thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy man-
servant, and thy maid-servant, and the Levite that is within they gates, and the 
stranger, and the fatherless, and the widow, that are in the midst of thee, in the 
place which the LORD thy God shall Choose to cause His name to dwell there. And 

                                                           
26

 A great deal will depend upon one’s intention. If a person reads literature in order to “escape” or for 
simple enjoyment, that would be far different than one who reads in order to understand others, and 
ultimately oneself. See Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim #236. 
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thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in Egypt; and thou shalt observe 
and do these statutes.   

 share your largesse and your joy with those who are in need. 
 

e) Ibid. 24:21-2 
When thou gatherest the grapes of thy vineyard, thou shalt not glean it after thee; it 
shall be for the stranger, for the fatherless, and for the widow. And thou shalt 
remember that thou wast a bondman in the land of Egypt; therefore I Command 
thee to do this thing.   

 give charity to those who are poor and down on their luck. 
 

The assumption that things will improve rather than remain hopeless 
A third explanation for our not typically crying when reading the story of our experience 

in Egypt is that Judaism in general is, in the words of R. Jonathan Sacks, a religion of “radical 
hope.” In other words, instead of dwelling upon the past, we look forward to a redemptive 
future. As for the slavery experience, we know the “ending” of the story, that the Jewish people 
were finally redeemed, that although they wandered for forty years in the desert, they 
eventually reached the Promised Land. And therefore even if the state in which we currently 
find ourselves is less than optimal, it is not necessarily forever, and a better future is potentially 
in store.  This stands in stark contrast to Les Miserables, where the fates of Valjean, Cosette, and 
the revolution all appear bleak and unknowable, which only serves to deepen the depression 
and darkness experienced by the reader/viewer. During a speaking tour in the United States 
promoting his latest book, The Great Partnership: God, Science and the Search for Meaning, R. 
Sacks emphasized that Judaism is notably future-oriented, not cyclical.  

 
When Moshe asks God’s Name, God Responds in active terms—Eh-yeh Asher 
Eh-yeh (I will Be what I will Be). This Hebrew God is in a constant state of 
becoming, along with the rest of the universe. And being in such a state confers 
upon God, and by extension, upon us, a radical freedom… 
 
Judaism is humanity’s faith in the future tense; the Jewish voice is the voice of 
an inextinguishable hope… 
 
Hope requires us to work together to make things better.27 

  
Conclusion 
 Michael  Gerson reflects deeply and evocatively on his emotional response to Les 
Miserables. In addition to joining him in his encounter with great works of literature, 
plays and film, we would do well to reflect on the elements in our own unique culture 
and heritage that parallel and complement the spectrum of human experience, viewing 
it from the perspective informed by Tora and Mitzvot. 

                                                           
27

 Quoted by Sue Fishkoff, “The Column: Judaism’s Message of Radical Hope”, jweekly.com 
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/67184/the-column-judaisms-message-of-radical-hope  

http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/67184/the-column-judaisms-message-of-radical-hope

