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What's Happening 
1 

9 + to Me. + + 
Focusing Our Sights 

In this session we will identify feelings, 
thoughts, and responses often associated with 
compassion fatigue. We will describe what God 
thinks of us in spite of these feelings, thoughts, 
and responses. We will also work to establish a 
healthy compassion boundary, while keeping 
in mind that God's power alone enables us to 
cope with life's challenges and struggles as He 
strengthens our faith through His Word. 

Focusing Our Atfention 
Consider the following vignettes. 



Bonnie and Marcie are experiencing a syn- 
drome often referred to as compassion fatigue. 

Review the following responses typical of 
those with compassion fatigue. Check those 
you have experienced as a compassion giver. 

a. I am the only one who understands 
the situation. 

b. I am the only one who can give the 
needed care. 

c. No one else cares about the situation 
or offers to help. 

d. I feel like no one cares for me. 
e. I feel stuck in a trap with no hope for 

escape. 
f. I get stuck with all the dirty work. 
g. I am only convenient for people to 

use. 
h. I cannot sleep well at  night. 
i. I am so tired during the day, I could 

sleep for 24 hours. 
j. I sometimes feel as though I have no 

life of my own. 
k. I find it more and more difficult to 

pray. 
1. I have little or no appetite. 

m. I find it more and more difficult to 
worship. 

- n. I sometimes question whether God 
cares about me or my situation. 

Focusing on the lssue 
Since we will discuss "compassion 

fatigue," we must have a basic understanding 



of the meaning of those two words. If you 
checked some of the responses listed, you prob- 
ably have experienced compassion fatigue. 
Consider the responses you checked. 

Write a one- or two-sentence definition of 
compassion fatigue. Compare your definition 
with a partner's. 

Dictionaries generally give the following 
definitions for compassion and fatigue. 

Compassion is sympathy, or a feeling of 
pity and sorrow, for the sufferings of someone 
else . . . with the urge to help. 

Fatigue is physical or mental exhaustion; a 
weakening caused by strain or loss. 

As complete as  these definitions may 
appear, they do not fully convey the effect of 
compassion fatigue on our life. Both "compas- 
sion" and "fatigue" affect u s  emotionally, 
physically, and spiritually. They can drain us, 
weaken us, and amict us. 

In the New Testament, the Greek word for 
compassion conveys more than an idea of pity. 
The root word for compassion is passion. We 
know from experience that passion involves 
more than thought. Instead, passion involves 
the deepest emotions of the human soul. When 
you add the prefix corn to passion, you magnify 
passion and refer to the deepest God-given 



emotions buried inside each of us-love, sym- 
pathy, anger, kindness, hatred, goodness, pity, 
sorrow, etc. 

Evaluate the following definition of com- 
passion fatigue based on your own experience 
as a caregiver. Then compare this definition 
with the definition you created earlier. 

Compassion fatigue is the result of being 
weakened emotionally, physically, and spiritu- 
ally by the strain of long-term involvement in 
someone else's struggle. 

Take a minute to describe the situation(s) 
that has caused you to experience compassion 
fatigue. Share the situation with a partner. 
Also, identify some of the responses you may 
have experienced as a compassion giver. If nec- 
essary, refer to the responses you checked ear- 
lier. List the three responses you most often 
experience. 

Focusing on bod's Word 
Jesus had great compassion for people. 

Read the following Bible verses. In each circle 
the word compassion. What situations led 

8 Jesus to experience compassion? 



Jesus' compassion for people is followed by 
some action on their behalf. Draw a n  arrow 
from the word compassion to  Jesus' action on 
behalf of the person or people. 

Jesus' greatest act of compassion for people 
occurred on a hill called Golgotha. There, just 9 



outside of Jerusalem, soldiers nailed Him to a 
cross. Jesus' willingness to suffer and die was 
motivated by His compassionate love for all 
people. Through His suffering and death He 
earned forgiveness of sins and eternal life in 
heaven for all people. 

His love for us motivates us to demon- 
strate compassion for others. His compassion 
drives us to give our time, our talents, and our 
resources to help those in need. So what does 
God think of us when we tire and weaken from 
the strain of long-term compassion giving? 
What does God think about us when we 
become bogged down, blue, and embittered 
with our life and with those for whom we care? 
Select the answer(s) you believe best describe 
God's attitude toward us when we experience 
compassion fatigue. 

I can't believe you can't give just a little 
more. 
I never tire, why do you? 
I love you always. 
Forget yourself. 
You can't do everything. Allow Me. 
You need time for yourself-time to 
refresh yourself-time to listen to My 
Word-time to talk to Me in prayer. 

Read the following words of Jesus. Then 
summarize His desire for you when you experi- 
ence compassion fatigue. 



Jesus desires tha t  when I experience 
fatigue I 

He promises to 

so that I can continue to demonstrate compas- 
sion. 

Focusing on My Life 
Ella was moved to compassion each time a 

Christian television broadcast featured people 
i n  need. After paying the rent and basic utili- 
ties, Ella would spend most of the remainder of 
her income to support these various ministry 
appeals. She would often go hungry herself, 
putting her own welfare second to the need she 
had seen. She would never give a large amount 
to one organization, instead she would give 
small amounts to many. The more she gave, the 
more financial pleas came by mail from the 
benevolent organizations. When she realized 
that she could not support them all, she became 
overwhelmed wi th  guilt .  Ella found herself 
avoiding contact with family and friends i n  
order to conserve money for her benevolences. 
Even worship attendance was given up in order 
to save cab fare and to be free of the expectation 11 



of having to contribute when the ofering plate 
was passed. Ella had become a victim of com- 
passion fatigue. She was overwhelmed by the 
strain that her desire to help had placed on her 
finances and her emotions. 

Compassion overwhelmed Ella. Like Ella, 
we too can get caught up in compassion to the 
extent that we find ourselves crushed by guilt 
at not caring enough. 

1. A father once told his daughter, "Trust 
in Jesus as your Savior. Make God's priorities 
your own. But beyond that,  find balance in 
your life.'' Why might this father have offered 
these words of advice? 

2. Share some of the unrealistic expecta- 
tions you have imposed on yourself as you have 
demonstrated compassion. How do these 
expectations contribute to fatigue? 

As you demonstrate compassion, you must 
establish a boundary-the boundary between 
remaining healthy so that you can continue to 
show compassion and becoming consumed by 
compassion so that  you are  debilitated by 
fatigue. Somehow people who demonstrate 
compassion often feel guilty if they rest or tend 
to their own needs. ' 

After demonstrating compassion Jesus 
went off by Himself to a quiet place. Separated 
from the demands placed on Him by the people 

12 to whom He demonstrated compassion, Jesus 



rested, renewed His strength, and tended to 
His own needs. 

You need to do the same. Take time to 
receive Jesus' invitation, "Come to Me, all you 
who are weary and burdened, and I will give 
you rest." For God promises renewed strength 
in  His Word. God eagerly awaits your 
prayers. 

3. Plan to take time out of your caregiving 
schedule to maintain the boundary between 
your healthy life and a life riddled with 
fatigue. Check the following items that might 
enable you to keep from becoming fatigued. 
Add additional items to the list. Then discuss 
the items with a partner and include one or 
more of these ideas into your schedule for the 
coming week. 

a. Take time to shop, dine, or go for a 
stroll or drive by yourself. 

b. Find a private place where you can 
study God's Word and pray. 

c. Attend a Bible study. 
d. Make an appointment for a physical 

examination with your doctor. 
e. Ask someone to serve as my compas- 

sion substitute at a scheduled time. 
f. Invite a friend to lunch. 

g. Other 

h. Other 

i. Other 
Now spend some time with your group in 

prayer. Ask that the Lord would help you to 
recognize when your caregiving causes you to 
become fatigued. Also, pray that God's Spirit 
would empower you to make decisions that 



would enable you to maintain a boundary 
between your healthy life and a life plagued by 
fatigue. Then, thank God for His constant care 
for you. 

Focusing on the Week Ahead 
Complete one or more of the following 

activities during the coming week. 
1. Evaluate your life of compassion. Make 

a list of those things that are possible for you 
to do and consider how reasonable they are as 
you consider your time and abilities. 

2. Read Matthew 11:28-30 daily. 
3. Remember to complete one of the sug- 

gestions for maintaining a healthy lifestyle as 
you demonstrate compassion. 

4. If you begin to feel guilty this week for 
not doing enough, read Psalm 103:1-5. 



Notes for the Leader 



1-What's Ha ening PP k Me. 

4. Fotusing Our Sights 
(About 3 minutes.) Read aloud or have a volunteer read 

aloud the introductory paragraph. This paragraph introduces 
the concept that the participants will explore during this ses- 
sion. 

O Focusing Our Attention 
(About 5 minutes.) Read aloud and then discuss the two 

vignettes. 
Have participants complete the checklist independently. 

Allow time for volunteers to share their responses with other 
members of the group. Ask if they can add additional respons- 
es. 

+ Focusing on the Issue 
(About 12 minutes.) Give participants an opportunity to 

write a brief definition of compassion fatigue. Allow time for 
each participant to share his or her definition with a part- 
ner. Definitions might include the following ideas: giving 
until you have nothing to left to give; forgetting yourself; 
giving yourself completely to someone else; losing your own 
identity. 

Read aloud the definitions of compassion and fatigue. 
Ask, Why are words sometimes inadequate to 

describe the feelings associated with compassion 



fatigue? How does compassion fatigue affect people 
emotionally? physically? spiritually? 

After reading the New Testament definitions, have par- 
ticipants evaluate the definition for "compassion fatigue." Ask 
participants to compare the definition provided in the activity 
with the definition they wrote earlier. 

Again, working in pairs, have participants describe the 
situation that has caused them to experience compassion 
fatigue and the results they have encountered. 

O Focusing on God's Word 
(About 15 minutes.) Read aloud each Bible reference. 

Direct participants to circle the word compassion in  each. 
Then have participants draw an arrow from "compassion" to 
Jesus' accompanying action. Jesus' compassion led Him to 
heal the sick, feed the hungry, give the blind their sight, heal 
an unclean man, and teach people. 

Ask, What was Jesus' greatest act of compassion? 
After a few participants have had a chance to answer, read 
aloud the paragraph tha t  refers to Jesus' death on the 
cross. 

Say, God's compassion for us motivates us to 
demonstrate compassion toward others. Ask, What 
does God think of us when we become fatigued, weak- 
ened from the strain of long-term compassion giving, 
and embittered with our life and with those for whom 
we care? Have participants select the best answer or 
answers to describe God's attitude toward us when we become 
fatigued. Accept all responses. Then read aloud the words of 
Jesus from Matthew 11:28-30. 

Have participants complete each sentence independently. 
Allow participants to share their responses with a partner or 
with the entire class, if they feel comfortable doing so. Help 
participants reach the following conclusions: Jesus desires 
that when I experience fatigue that I come to Him. He promis- 
es to provide me comfort, take my burden, love me when I 



don't feel lovable so that I can continue to demonstrate com- 
passion. 

Focusing on My Life 
(About 15 minutes.) Read aloud or have a volunteer read 

aloud the story of Ella. Ask, What symptoms of compas- 
sion fatigue does Ella demonstrate? Do you ever feel 
like Ella? What could you share with Ella that might 
help her deal with her fatigue in appropriate ways? 
Accept all possible responses. Ask, How might God and His 
Word provide compassion to Ella, who is experiencing 
fatigue? Affirm responses that point to the strength the Holy 
Spirit works through the Gospel. Proceed with a discussion of 
the items that follow. 

1. The father's words of advice are valid. His daughter 
must work a balance in her life between giving and receiving. 
We all need time-time to refuel, time to refresh ourselves 
spiritually, time to be alone, etc. 

2. Answers will vary. Often our unrealistic expectations 
for ourselves cause us to experience fatigue. 

Read aloud the paragraph about establishing a boundary 
between remaining healthy and being consumed by compas- 
sion. Say, Jesus needed time to rest, renew His strength, 
and tend to His own needs. Jesus established a bound- 
ary. 

3. Have each individual plan a schedule for the upcoming 
week that will enable him or her to maintain a boundary 
between a healthy life and a life riddled with fatigue. Have 
each individual share his or her plan with a partner. Have 
partners evaluate each other's plan. Participants will begin 
the next session by sharing how well they were able to com- 
plete their plans. 

Close with prayer. Ask the Lord to provide each individ- 
ual with comfort and strength as they anticipate the upcom- 
ing weeks. Thank the Lord for having compassion on all 
people by sending His Son Jesus to suffer and die on the 



cross. Ask that the Holy Spirit would enable participants to 
demonstrate compassion for themselves as they share their 
compassion with others. Invite other members of the group to 
pray for special needs. If some don't feel comfortable praying 
aloud, pray for their special needs. 

+:+ Focusing on the Week Ahead 
(About 3 minutes.) Urge participants to complete one or 

more of the suggested activities during the time between ses- 
sion 1 and session 2. 


