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Consoling the Troubled: An Ancient Art of Kindness
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When I began my research that led to the writing of this paper on consolation, I never foresaw discovering the
substantive - I dare say, forceful - combination of ideas regarding the practice of consolation that I will lay out
before you. It arose from my multi-year research project on the idea of care - research undertaken without an
agenda, with no convictions as to what care ought to mean. As the research progressed, I was taken with the
dialectic I discovered between two very basic and early meanings of care: care as anxious or worried care; as in
the phrase, the cares and worries of life; and care as solicitous care, which, while retaining the notion of anxious
care, shows a certain tendency towards attentiveness to other and self - hence a protecting or helping care. An
important question had arisen in that research: What are the significant ways in which humans have responded,
psychologically and morally, to anxious care?
Until I began the recent research that led directly to the claims you find in this paper, I had regarded consolation
simply as one of about fifteen care-like actions or virtues, alongside others like hospitality, mercy, charity, and
sympathy. As you will see, research involved in preparing this paper brought those two major themes (the
meaning of care and consolation as the practice of care) together in unexpected ways, leading me to a number
of major conclusions: that consolation is an originary act
or practice of care; that it probably should be regarded as
a plausible starting-point for the moral life and in the art of
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consolation play in ethics; and especially, what sort of virtue is exercised in consoling? Is there a similarity
between the structure of consolation in antiquity and the structure of consolation in modern neuroscientific
discoveries? How are these new conclusions regarding consolation that we gain from ancient and modern
sources applied to the practice of medicine?
There are several reasons why it is important for us to rediscover and revive the great tradition of consolation.
One could start with the observation that there is a great need for consolation in today's world, on both the
personal as well as social levels. People are often in enormous discomfort and feel powerless over the causes of
anxiety and unrest. That alone is sufficient reason for turning our attention to consolation or comfort.
For those of us who work in the humanities there is another reason: to console another provides an approach to
these human problems that is active, direct and practical. In its inner core, where its meaning is found,
consolation in the classical tradition does not rely on a complicated web of psychological or philosophical
analysis. By contrast, the only other sentiments or virtues that are commonly regarded as serving this sort of
function - especially empathy and compassion 1 - involve, more immediately, the question of sharing with and
understanding the feelings of the other, without having an essential connection with action. I will argue, in this
article, that consolation fills a need in ethics and the art of living that no other virtue, sentiment, or motive
supplies.
I suspect many people think of consolation as related only to the grief of someone who has experienced the
death of a loved one; and hence we tend to regard consolation as a very isolated act that has little to do with the
moral art of living. I will argue .that it pertains to so many aspects of life and is called for so frequently that it can
be called a fundamental response to a fundamental aspect of human living.
To console: its meaning
In English there are three words related to consoling: to console, to offer solace, and to comfort. All three are
roughly equivalent; but in this presentation I will speak only of consoling. To comfort is a term that, like console,
means alleviating pain or anxious worry, and hence is equivalent to console; but because it also conveys the
notion of strengthening the self or other (etymologically, 'com' means with and 'fort' suggests strengthening) it
raises questions about how that strengthening or restoring is to occur -questions that I will not discuss explicitly in
this lecture. For the purposes today, I will discuss 'to comfort' insofar as it is equivalent to the basic meaning of
'to console' and leave to another time an analysis of how one might develop a philosophy of comfort that
corresponds to contemporary psychology, phenomenology, and the ethics and practice of health care.
Put quite simply, the usual definition of 'to console' is to mitigate or alleviate the anxiety of another. To this
definition, which corresponds to Cicero's· understanding of the term 2 , I would add two elements. First, the object
of consoling can be not only another person, but oneself as well; indeed, in some of the most important classical
consolation literature, consoling oneself is the standard for consoling others. Second, consoling can go beyond
mitigating or calming anxiety (which is the 'palliating' action of consolation); in some circumstances it is possible
to remove the anxiety or suffering or transform it into something else, so that it no longer remains an 'anxious
worry'. 3 Thus, the person who truly gives up a deep resentment, however difficult or rare that may be -for
example, the patient who abandons her resentment over being 'the victim' of multiple sclerosis - loses the
anxious care. An example is found in the dying Ivan llyich, who, having· been consoled by an unexpected
person, having been disappointed with the inadequate attention of family and doctors, and having drastically
altered what he expected from his family, experienced a profound compassionate love for his family and thus
4
discovered that death and the anxiety surrounding it had simply disappeared.
The consolation tradition
Consolation has been promoted and expressed throughout the ages through Consolation Literature, Consolation
Music, and Consolation Art. At the core of this tradition is the classical consolation literature, produced in the
Greco-Roman world, which will serve as a model for my interpretation of consolation. But the history of
consolation is much broader than that it includes Jewish and Christian literature on consolation that preceded the
classical tradition, developed side-by-side with it, and then reshaped it.
Consolation literature is quite expansive. It includes letters, poems, tracts, and books, as well as sacred writings
and sermons, much of it written for the benefit ·of friends, relatives, fellow-believers, and even strangers, who are
anxious or suffering -frequently because of a death, but also because of some other onslaught or trouble of
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with the most famous consolation book of all times, The Consolation of Philosophy, written by Boethius in the
sixth century (480-525 CE), while he was awaiting his execution. Prior to Boethius are sources that had a major
influence on his thinking. The most influential of the classical consolation literature was written in the Hellenic
period by Seneca (4 BCE - 65 CE), for example, his Letter to He/via, and Cicero (106-43 BCE) in his Tusculan
Disputations, in the first century of our era. One could then reach back eight centuries to the Book of Consolation
which is contained within the Hebrew biblical book of Isaiah (8th century BCE) 5 and to the Book of Job (possibly
4th century BCE). In the Christian scriptures, the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 6, the Second Epistle to the
Corinthians, chapter 1, and the Epistle to the Philippians, are all key consolation texts.
Some of the great minds of early Christianity composed literature of the same type, under the influence of
classical secular antiquity, the Hebrew Scriptures, and the new Christian teachings. Those consolation writers
included Cyprian, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, Chrysostom, Ambrose, Jerome, and
Augustine. Isidore of Seville (560-636 CE) wrote on consolation at the beginning of the medieval period and
Jean Gerson (1363-1429) at the end. In addition, there were the 14th-century mystics - especially the
Rhinelander Meister Eckhart who composed a work of major importance called The Book of Divine Consolation
and the English mystic Walter Hilton - and the influential devotional writer of the 15th century, Thomas Kempis.
Petrarch's book The Secret Conflict of My Anxious Cares was the most important consolation literature in the
Renaissance period.
Some historians of consolation claim that consolation literature did not extend beyond the medieval period; but in
fact there have been many influential modern writings on consolation, building on this tradition. Martin Luther
(1483-1546 CE) wrote his Fourteen Consolations and many other writings on consolation; and Thomas More's A
Dialogue of Comfort (1553), written when the author was awaiting his execution, is patterned after Boethius's
work. S0ren Kierkegaard's Consider the Lilies (1849) is a small classic of modern religious consolation; and
Viktor Frankl's Psychotherapy and Existentialism (1967) employs some of the elements of classical consolation
to develop psychotherapeutically-inspired approaches to consolation in the doctor-patient relationship.
The classical consolation literature of the Western world employs both broad themes and brief arguments (topo1)
to accomplish the consolation of those who are grieving, as well as those who are experiencing troubles and
suffering in other areas of life. Among the broad themes are discussions of detachment and fortune in
consolation. A typical topos of consolation is found in the very first consolation writing in classical Greek
literature, in the Iliad: 'But bear up, nor mourn endlessly in your heart, for there is not anything to be gained from
grief for your son; you will never bring him back; sooner you must go through yet another sorrow. '5
Cicero offers an extensive philosophy in his work, Tusculan Disputations. For example, he argues that death is
not an evil; that pain is not an evil; that the wise man will not suffer from anxiety and fear; and that virtue, found
through philosophy, is sufficient for a happy life. These were the kinds of arguments that lay at the roots of
classical consolation literature.
The Roman philosopher Seneca, in his Letter to Marcia, a woman whom he was consoling for the loss of her
child, offered some of his typical arguments why a person should be consoled. He suggested that virtue should
balance her grief, so as to make sure that she doesn't fall into excessive grief. 6 Another famous letter written by
Seneca offered consolation for a circumstance that did not pertain to grief following a death. Writing to his
mother Helvia, perhaps in the year 43 or 44 CE, Seneca consoles her over his own banishment to Corsica.
Seneca consoles his mother because of the anxiety and worry she would be experiencing due to his absence and
his enforced exile from his homeland. Seneca consoles his mother with simple, practical arguments; insisting
that his situation in Corsica is quite pleasant; he has peace of mind; and she can too if she practices balanced
virtue in the face of emotional distractions.
In the classical tradition that was firmly established by the Roman philosophers, consolation depended on
arguments. That does not mean 'argument' in the sense of modern philosophy, which emphasizes precision,
avoids emotion, and favors abstraction. As I see it, the word 'argument' simply meant that some reasonable
explanation was given, or some account was offered, as to why the listener should be persuaded that hisiher
trouble is not insurmountable, and thus is alleviated. Thus, I think consolation is universal, even if it happens on
occasion to use the language of belief, for at its core it is appealing to the person who is invited to use his/her
reasoning powers to deal with anxieties. However, once the reasons are given that might alleviate the person's
suffering, emotions also enter in, as the troubled person absorbs, accepts, and perhaps is greatly relieved to
realize that all is not lost.
The rational approach to consolation was later absorbed into a Christian perspective by the most important early
Christian intellectuals, who argued that the divine destiny of humans was a major source of consolation; but they
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offered their arguments while absorbing the rational approach within their worldview.
The inner structure of consolation, starting with Boethius
While many different approaches have been taken to consolation in the Western world's vast literature on the
topic, my purpose is to examine what I call the basic structure of consolation as manifested in classical texts.
However, the basic structure of consolation that begins with classical Latin sources can be found and confirmed
in Italian Renaissance sources and modern German literature, all of which have been strongly influenced by the
same Roman literature. That distinctive model of consolation shows how consolation is fundamentally linked
with the primordial experience of care (the Latin cura) understood as worry or anxiety (as in the Englishclanguage
phrase, 'the cares and worries of life').
The starting-point for best understanding the inner structure of the experience, idea, and practice of consolation
is an understanding of the object of consolation. If we ask what the classical consolation literature regarded as
the object of consolation, the answer would be the other person's anxious care, worry, or preoccupation. This
starting-point will help us to develop a framework for a philosophical anthropology of consolation that can be
useful for understanding what consolation is and how best to practice the art of responding to the anxieties,
worries, or preoccupations of self and others.
The basic structure of consolation - which provides a basic model for understanding consolation - can be found
in the language of Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy, which has been called 'the single most important
document of the entire consolation tradition.'7 No one doubts that Boethius's book, completed between the years
524 and 526, had enormous influence on subsequent consolation literature. What makes Boethius even more
interesting is his place in history: although chronologically he belongs to antiquity - and reflects views on
consolation from classical antiquity - he is often categorized as a medieval thinker, because the philosophical
style in which he wrote guaranteed his enormous influence on medieval philosophy and theology.
There have been many historians of philosophy who have held that Boethius is not a great thinker, because he
was too unoriginal, having served as a mere conduit for the ideas of others from antiquity. Relihan rejects this
view, arguing that Boethius's book is 'a work of surprising originality.' 8 The great medievalist John Marenbon has
demonstrated in considerable detail and quite convincingly that Boethius was 'an original and important
thinker... a great author.' He concludes that Boethius's arguments, especially in the Consolation, 'are often far
more careful, sophisticated, and, in their own terms, successful than has usually been recognized ... .'. 9
What makes Boethius's book on consolation so effective is partly the fact that he, one of his age's most capable
philosophers and theologians, wrote it while in prison awaiting his own execution under mandate from Theodoric,
king of the Ostrogoths. His anxiety and suffering must have been truly intense, partly accentuated by the fact
that, as a member of one of the great families of old Roman aristocracy who held important positions both in
Rome and in Ravenna, the imperial capital, he was powerless to find reprieve from his condemnation. On
internal grounds, his work's effectiveness is assured by its literary style: Boethius uses a combination of poetry
and prose to probe the images of consolation; and through his dialogue format - in conversations, sometimes
quite contentious, between himself and Lady Philosophy - he works out the issues and problems associated with
consolation.
It is not my purpose to summarize and analyze Boethius's entire approach to consolation - which is
philosophically complex and moves in various directions that do not always appear consistent one with the other
- but rather to draw from his fascinating text some of the components of what I take to be a major model for
understanding and practicing consolation. Thus, my method is literary, and my goal is to develop a model-ethic
that can be used in professional ethics and the art of consoling and being consoled.
The object of consolation in Boethius: anxiety or worried care
My attempt to construct a basic model for understanding and practicing consolation depends substantively on
what I have discovered, in the literature of late antiquity, to be an implicit yet very clear and forceful underlying
structure of the meaning and co.mponents of consolation. I offer a vision of that basic structure of the experience
of consolation by describing its three elements. The first element is found by asking the question: Whal; in
Boethius's work, is the object of consolation?
In her very first statement, Lady Philosophy- the personified symbol of wisdom, one who connects earth and
heaven, the practical with the contemplative, and who showed evidence of grief, the same feeling that she would
attempt to cure in Boethius - began her discourse with Boethius by identifying the object of consolation in him: it
was the 'noxia cura' of the Latin text, the 'noxious cares' or 'noxious anxieties' or harmful worries that Boethius
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was experiencing. 10 Lady Philosophy described Boethius's worst symptoms in a sentence that can be loosely
translated this way: '... the mind, having abandoned its own light, moves into external darkness whenever noxious
care arises in immense proportions.' 11
It is interesting to note that there is a certain linguistic affinity among the words used for the object of consolation
in three dominant western language groups: in Latin (the 'cura' of which Boethius speaks); in the Romance
languages (e.g. the Italian 'cura' or 'affanno' understood as preoccupation); in German ('Sorge]; and in English
('care' in its meaning as worry or anxiety).
This linguistic coincidence - whereby the same concept is used to designate a single, overriding object of
consolation in various cultures - would seem to enable a certain unity of consolation across cultures. Yet ii is
important to acknowledge that what we are dealing with are emotions and emotion-words in various languages,
and we cannot assume that there is a shared culture of emotion-words in general and of care-language or
consolation-language in particular across the various language barriers. For that reason ii is important to offer
some critical comments on the international and intercultural semantics of care in reference to my observation
that the language of anxious-care is used to describe the objects of consolation.
The need for a comparative critique of anxious care can begin with a consideration of the English word 'care'.
Many people for whom English is their second or third language, as well as native speakers who have learned
the language only in recent decades, may not be aware that one of the most basic meanings of the English word
'care' is anxiety or worry. Consequently, some may be of the opinion that, because the English word 'care' is not
so commonly associated with emotions of anxiety, worry, and grief, ii should probably not be put on the same
plane, for example, with the German word for care, 'Sorge, 'which is defined as 'oppressive feeling of unrest and
anxiety'. 12 Yet the apparent weakness of the anxiety element in the English word 'care' is only apparent, for the ·
definition of the English word 'care' as anxiety, worry, or mental perturbation is just as basic a meaning for the
English word 'care' as are the parallel meanings that attach to the care-words in Latin, Romance, and German
languages. The English word 'care' derives indirectly from the Middle High German word 'kar' - a word that
meant 'trouble, grief, or care. '13 Indeed, the meaning of care as anxious worry seems to have been the most
common understanding of the word 'care' in English literary texts right up until the mid-201h century.
Thus, while ii is important to be attentive to possible variations in the emotional meanings and connotations of
care words in contemporary languages, I believe we can be assured that the three groups of modern languages
that I am discussing have consistently been used, in agreement with the ancient language of the consolation
literature (Latin), to designate the single, unified object of consolation that we find in Boethius: anxious worry or
preoccupation.
However, that preliminary conclusion leads us to an additional step in our inquiry; for we must now ask whether
the writings that preceded Boethius and on which he depended also designate human cares or anxious worries as
the object of consolation. Consequently, we will now attempt to see how Horace, the most important Roman
literary author, who clearly influenced Boethius and other consolation writers through the centuries, spoke about
the anxious care that he - and his readers as well - would want to alleviate.
Horace: a witness to anxiety in antiquity
Horace has offered, in his poetry, some unforgettable images of anxious care or anxious worry. It should be
noted that he also discusses the more positive care, the solicitous care that one may direct towards other
humans, the self and other interests; but he wants to highlight the negative experience of the burden of the
existential worry expressed by the Latin cura. He refigures human anxiety by, personifying her as the comes atra,
the dark companion who oppresses him without giving him a moment's rest. 4 She becomes a 'maleficent
divinity, external to man but firmly and inexorably tied to him'. 15 Kiesling calls this oppressively anxious 'cura'
that infests the human an instance of 'the kingdom of worry' (der Reich der Sorge); and in so doing he is making
it clear that when the Romans spoke of consolation they were speaking of a remedy for a far-reaching, everpresent force in their everyday lives.
The negative and sometimes personified image of anxious care in Roman antiquity is not unique to Horace;
16
Virgil used comparable images , and Lucrezio used the image with the same sort of frequency and intensity as
did Horace.
It is also important to note that Horace situates his repeated and multi-dimensional representation of anxious
worry in the framework of the art of living. He is concerned with the question: How should I deal with the
suffering that comes with anxiety? For example, he is concerned with problems that are deeply embedded in the
history of the art of living: the fear of death; the sense of precariousness with which one lives; and the constant
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loss of time. He wonders whether it is useful to try to make anxiety succumb to the wine or sleep that he turns to
as an escape; and he discusses whether wealth will remove anxious worry- unlikely, he claims, because wealth
is the source of a new anxiety. Thus, from the personal level Horace elevates cura to a personified symbol of
17
human unrest and anxiety which, already in Horace, symbolizes the comprehensive object of human
consolation.
Some six centuries later, Boethius uses the same imagery as Horace. to describe the object of consolation: the
'dark cares' ('atras cures': Ill, V, 1-2; 8-10) which, interpreted as excluding light, guarantees that neither power
nor glory will supply the needed consolation. And some thirteen centuries after Boethius, Goethe presents, in his
Faust, a personified anxious worry (Sorge) in the form of a threatening grey hag who challenges Faust's soul and
18
purpose in life: 'Care nesting deep within the heart/ will quickly wreack her secret pangs.'
We are now able to point to an additional element of consolation in antiquity, for it is clear, partly from the literary
sources I have cited, that the world of late antiquity, in which the consolation literature arose, was shaped by
anxiety and by the search for remedies for the torments of anxiety. Hans Dieter Betz explains that there were
19
many reasons why E. R. Dodds appropriately spoke of the later Roman Empire as an 'Age of Anxiety.' 'The
political catastrophes and socioeconomic unrest of the period have often been detailed. Less widely known is
that for centuries men and women had been taught by anxiety-ridden writers, teachers, prophets, and
20
philosophers.'
This aspect of ancient consolation - that it was directed to an anxious worry that shaped all of human existence means that consolation had a significance that went beyond the mere quieting of an individual's emotional
confusion. What the classical writers are telling us is that consolation addressed a basic - perhaps the basic negative characteristic of life; and as such, it addressed a feature of the broader culture. Perhaps consolation
has the potential for serving the same purpose in our culture today.
Whereas we, in today's world, have multiplied the numbers and kinds of anxiety, each with its own diagnosis and
treatment, the ancient tradition I am citing portrayed for us a single, unitary object of consolation: anxious wotry,
whether it was caused by injury, insult, loss, illness, death, socio-economic upheaval, invasion, natural disaster,
or any other source of suffering. And whereas we tend to analyze the many dimensions of compassion and
empathy whereby we might respond to those many troubles, a reading of the ancient sources convinces the
reader that one can become a consoling person to the extent that one is simply attentive to the shared, common
human experience of anxious suffering.
Security: consolation's way of treating anxiety
I ,turn now to the second step in establishing the framework of consolation from late Roman and other ancient
sources. Just as cura (anxiety) is the object of consolation, so it can be said that the goal and means of
consolation are found by way of security. Security was a care-related term of enormous importance in antiquity,
and indeed right through the 191h century, in Western philosophy, religion, and literature. The Latin word
'securitas' comes from 'sine cura' - literally, 'without care' - and consequently its first meaning is the absence of
worried anxiety, preoccupation, or fear.
.
Yet to live free from anxious worry and fear, security must also mean to be free from the dangers and risks that
cause them. Taken in a positive sense, then, certain meanings of security go beyond the absence of anxiety to
embrace additional effects that arise from living in security. Thus, security means safety when it is defined as
freedom from risk or danger; and when it is defined as freedom from fear, it means confidence. In addition, it
means tranquillity or even a tranquil life when it is defined as freedom from anxiety. At the level of emotions,
21
security means feeling of security, especially when security is understood as a lack of dangers.
The term 'security' was commonly used in these ways among the writers of the classical Latin period, for whom
security was often viewed as the principal means of consolation and at the same time a major objective of the
care of self. Thus, to find consolation was to find security; or, put another way, the purpose of consoling the self
or others was to achieve security, the absence of anxieties or cares. The only reliable source of consolation
would be any fortuitous, divine or human agency that could accomplish security for the person who is in anguish.
We find the anxiety/security connection clearly articulated in Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy. Speaking of
those who would rely on power (the power of kings is explicitly mentioned) to remove their cares and enable
them to attain security and hence happiness, the lady Philosophia says this to Boethius: 'What then is this power,
which cannot drive away the bite of worried cares, nor escape the stings of fear? Kings would all want to be
2
secure, but they cannot; and yet they boast of this power. " Another example is found in a dialogue on whether
glory offers satisfactory consolation. Lady Philosophy asks Boethius: 'Would "lou like to have glory? But,
distracted by glory's rough road, consider how you would stop being secure.' 2
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Security continued to be a significant idea throughout Western intellectual history, and not just at the personal
level. It has played a major role in the history of political philosophy, including the thought of Augustine,
Descartes, Spinoza, and Hobbes. For example, security was a constant concern in Thomas Hobbes's Leviathan.
In this work, written in the seventeenth century, he s~oke of the 'security of a man's person, in his life, and in the
means of so preserving life, as not to be weary of it. '24 The same sort of security is a major problem in many
countries today, where the issue is whether and how the widespread anxious worries of an entire population
create an intense public need for the sort of security that alleviates or removes anxiety through safety and
confidence in the source of protection. Yet many modern nations fail to provide security, partly because of their
love of profiteering from weapons, their fascination with violence, and the priority they place on ideology over
safety. It is sad that they lack the will to deeply examine the ancient and modern philosophies of security and
provide a revised sort of program of human survival that is acutely attentive to the social requirements of living
(relatively) without anxiety and fear, ultimately for the sake of happiness.
In addition to its role in political philosophy, the idea of security, or a life 'without.cares', has long played an
important role in religious assurances against anxiety that have been presented by the Christian community. The
need for spiritual security is high, when 'noxious worries' are the result of an intense consciousness that one's
life, purpose, and soul have been lost or will be lost through sin and other human failings. The response of
Christian religions to this anxious worry often uses the language of security; for example, in debates about
2
Calvinism, one notes the importance of the eternal security of God's chosen people.
What we see here is the
way in which the human quest for spiritual security is met with assurances from religious teachers that believers
can have a very high degree of certitude that the anguish of being spiritually lost - which means an anguish that
affects the whole psyche -will never return, under certain circumstances of faith and behavior. This would seem
to be the highest form of consolation, particularly when death approaches. The problem with this approach is
that security itself, or even the certitude of security, becomes the object of veneration. This can, in turn, create·
further basic anxieties on the part of the believers that they may be on the verge of betraying the requirements of
faith, which are viewed as conditions for the reward of a certain security.
A very different approach is suggested by the rather more mystical idea that, beyond the quest for security
through religious doctrine and belief, there must simply 'be room for God to be God'; and for that to happen - for
God to be allowed to offer whatever divine security God wishes - we must be nothing but space for God to be
God. 26 The idea that a more direct reliance on God will provide the sought-for secyrity is found in the Book of
Proverbs, Proverbs 1, 20-33'. But whoever listens to me may live secure, will have quiet, fearing no mischance.'
In the surrounding text of Proverbs 1, security is united with personified wisdom, which is the same sort of
imagery that Boethius proposed when he described the Boethius-like prisoner dialoguing with Philosophia, the
lady who represents love of Sophia, or wisdom.
Care meets care: Dialectic at the heart of consolation
The third and final element of the inner structure of consolation that I have found in the texts of late antiquity is
what I call texts in which two conflicting sorts of care meet, creating a dialectic at the heart of the dynamics of
consolation. This conflict of word and image is common in secular literary and philosophical texts, but is
probably nowhere so clear as in the First Letter of Peter, chapter 5, verse 7. The King James Version of the text
is most striking from a linguistic perspective, because it (accurately) uses the single English word care for both
conflicting meanings: 'Casting all your care upon him, for he has care of you.' 27 Scarcely any statement could
be more powerfully consoling - at least for those who believe there is a God who has the capacity to care - than
that simple statement of the dialectic of cares, which suggests a powerful inter-reaction between the Consoler
and the human experiencing a crisis such as a terminal illness or impending death or, indeed, any burdensome
trouble.
The difference between the two kinds of care mentioned in this text - the cares that we turn over to a God who is
prepared to care for us - is very clear also in the authoritative Greek text, which opposes the worried ·care of
'merimna', that we would want to get rid of, to the simply solicitous care of 'melei', which a consoling God will
28
provide for us after we turn over our anxieties to the divinity.
The imagery suggested here is that we are
invited to turn over our anxious cares or worries, and, in their place, receive, from whatever source, a solicitous
care that consoles. Regarding the merimna word (negative care), one commentary says that 'the New
Testament understands [anxious] care chiefly as the natural reaction of man to poverty, hunger and other
troubles which befall him in his daily life. Oppressed by the burdens laid upon him, man imagines himself
delivered to a fate before which he stands powerless. By his care man tries to protect himself as best he can
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from what confronts him."'
This sort of care dialectic can also be seen in Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy: Lady Philosophy, looking
upon Boethius's anxiety, which she had already designated as the object of care, chases away the Muses
standing by Boethius's bedside, whom Boethius had chosen to console him. She took on the role of caring for
him, hence caring for his cares; Boethius ascribes to her the caring role of 'healing' and 'curing' him. I can
summarize the care-care dialectic this way:
1.

Harmful, worried care comes face-to-face with solicitous, helpful care. There is a meeting of the two
cares. In their encounter, each seems, at times, to take on a personality of its own.
2.
There is a dynamic relationship between the two; each one is affecting the other. In some settings, careridden anxiety yearns for solicitous care.
3.
There is a dialectical relationship between the two: each kind of care is changed by its encounter with the
other. This interactive care-care relationship can be expressed as a simple dyad: My worried care
consoles your worried cares. The care that heals is a solicitude that turns its potentially inward-turning
worry outward towards the anxious worry of the other. The 'preoccupation' of the healer becomes his or
her 'occupation' of assisting, for the solicitous care of the healer turns its preoccupations, that have now
become healing, towards the worried preoccupations of the other.
4.
The reader or other witness of this dramatic care-care dyad is led to hope that the worried anxiety that is
affecting the human in a negative way will diminish through its encounter with positive, solicitous care,
which is another name for consolation.
5.
Finally, because the inner structure of consolation, as found in classical sources, derives so strongly from
the interaction of the two basic types of care, I would claim that the act of consoling is, without doubt, an
originary act of care.
Our search for the meaning of consolation in the language of consolation that is rooted historically in the
language of care has been an exercise in the alienation of language. By that I mean that, going to those 'origins'
of consolation that are situated in language and imagery disrupts many of the usual conceptual assumptions ·
regarding the meaning of consolation, while also revealing the inner structure of consolation. This exercise also
can have the effect of objectifying the language of consolation in such a way that the reader can reflect upon his
or her own situation-in-life with respect to the meanings that are disclosed in the ancient imagery of care and
consolation. A linguistic inquiry of this sort acts as a hermeneutic of self-critique and enhanced selfunderstandin~, which can play an important role in the discovery of the meaning and recommended practice of
consolation.'
The ethical priority of consolation - not empathy, compassion, or sympathy
One of the most striking things about consolation that one discovers by a close reading of some of the classical
consolation literature is how consolation differs so notably from compassion, empathy understood as
compassion, and sympathy. In today's world we speak most commonly of responding to the sufferings of others
through the rather demanding practice of empathy or compassion. My research into the ancient notion of
consolation leads me to suggest that that situation should change - that consolation should take practical and
developmental priority over compassion, empathy, and sympathy understood as 'full-blown' compassion.
Why do I recommend such a radical departure from the widely accepted 'ethic of compassion,' as one might
label it? The three virtues that constitute the accepted 'ethic of compassion,' especially empathy and
compassion, require entering into, understanding, and identifying with another person's situation, feelings, and
motives- and then, perhaps, doing something about their plight. 31 What I call 'full-blown' compassion and
empathy required placing oneself in someone else's position, in both their external situation and their particular
32
internal situation, and from that perspective, to think or feel in their position. That exercise, which can be quite
demanding, is not required in consolation. Consolation, a remarkably uncomplicated virtue, entails simply being
aware of the plight of the other, recognizing it as a common human experience, without necessarily identifying
with it psychologically and understanding it morally, and attempting in whatever way to alleviate what is
perceived as being a certain kind of distress that this person is experiencing.
The second problem with these two virtues (compassion and empathy as understood in the standard account) is
that they do not, of themselves, suggest any action. A person can be empathetic or compassionate or
sympathetic towards another without that sentiment necessarily entailing any action; furthermore, neither the
definitions of nor the dominant theories regarding this trio of virtues necessarily entails any direct linkage
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between sentiment and action, with the possible exception of compassion, which can be defined as entailing a
disposition lo help others, though not necessarily any helpful action. (Sympathy has a different relationship with
helping action because of its origins in natural philosophy, i.e, its close association with the natural sciences prior
to its development as a social virtue in the writings of philosophers.)
Empathy, in particular, makes no reference to action. One sees this quite clearly in an important book on
Empathy and the Practice of Medicine. 33 The book's essays were helpful in espousing an empathic outlook in
medical practice and then advocating actions that would seem to correspond to empathic sentiments; but one
essay after another was either silent or confused on the question regarding the link between empathy as feeling
and empathy as action. The result is that we have been operating in a framework which isolates sentiment from
practice while claiming to unite them. Of course, it has always been possible to help another and then attribute it
to the motivations entailed in empathy, compassion, or sympathy, or to espouse empathic sentiments that then
undoubtedly encourage helpful actions.
On the other hand, I believe a renewed attention to the structures, methods, and practices of consolation
makes it clear that one consoles those who are troubled, anxious, or suffering without the requirement of
any demanding sort of identification with the other, for the ancient Greeks and Romans carefully
distinguished between the two terms, sympathy and consolation. 'Ancient consolers were by no means
unsympathetic to those affiicted with grief; however, they understood their primary task to be not one of
34
sharing in the grief of others, but one of removing that grief by rational argument and frank exhortation. '
Thus, something occurs in the tradition of consolation that is very different from that of empathy or
. compassion. The consolation of philosophical antiquity - and of Jewish and Christian religious antiquity,
parts of which were influenced by classical Greek and Roman consolation literature - entails action
(usually in the form of words) based simply on the recognition of the need of the other, the awareness
that the need of the other it is a common human need, and the willingness to address that need. 35 It is
the shared human experience of loss, grief, pain, and other experiences that cause anxious worries that
prompts one to console and seek consolation, not the entering into the feelings of the other as such. It is
not the shared feelings with others so much as a shared humanity or common humanity that provides the
basis for consolation. Thus, the moral psychological basis of consolation is an awareness of the humanity
of the self and the shared humanity of the other - and ultimately an awareness of our own vulnerability to
the other and the other's vulnerability to the common anxieties of humankind. 36
From an ethical perspective, one can say that the practices of consolation manifest a life of virtue; and
that the specific virtues entailed in this approach to the moral life are those that are defined in terms of
what we have just concluded about consolation: that it comes about because our worried concerns
manifest an awareness of the humanity of the self and the shared humanity of the other. The Romans
called that virtue 'humanity'. 37
38
I believe it is time for the virtue of humanity to be restored to the pantheon of contemporary virtues ;
another name for the virtue of humanity is kindness, a word that is sometimes used to translate the Latin
humanitas. 39 From an ethical perspective, a minimal form of empathy, compassion, or sympathy,
prompted by humanity40 are certainly ingredients in the practice of consolation; but the exercise of fullblown empathy and compassion, following the initial step of consolation, should be regarded as
subsequent steps in the moral life, that are ingredients in the task of achieving the overall goal of
morality, which is the art of mutual help based in sympathetic concern for self and other. However,
consolation is the place to start: it is more rudimentary and more action-oriented than are either the
standard accounts of empathy or compassion.
Consolation and Neurosciences: The brain and automatic empathic concern
Having developed the foregoing explanation of the fundamental role played by consolation in our moral
life, I am struck by an additional affirmation of my thesis. I find that the simplicity and directness of the
structure of the consolation that is found in classical antiquity, which has extended to the modern era, is
matched and strongly supported by some very recent discoveries in neuroscience, which reveal the
neuronal basis for a very simple and direct understanding of and empathic concern for the trouble of
another person, the same sort of trouble or anxiety (the Latin 'cura) about which the ancients spoke. I
am referring to a fascinating recent discovery that shows how what I call the simple communication of
shared pain and shared care, such as occurs in the moment of consolation, is actually initiated through
activities in neurons located in the brain.
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They are called mirror neurons, a small circuit of cells in the premolar cortex and inferior parietal cortex
of the brain. The mirror neurons were recently discovered, first in monkeys and then in humans, by a
team of Italian research scientists - Giacomo Rizzolatti, Vittorio Gallese, and Leonardo Fogassi - in the
laboratories of the Department of Neuroscience at the University of Parma.
The cells of the mirror neurons are highly interesting, because they are activated not only when we
perform a certain action, such as grasping a cup or smiling, but also when we observe another individual
·
performing the same actions. 41
These cells are very significant for clarifying how we understand each other, at a pre-reflective level, and
how we relate to one another in a mutually sympathetic way. Put briefly, mirror neurons provide the
neuronal basis for an automatic, involuntary empathic concern for the troubled other. I believe their
function could actually prompt a revolutionary reconsideration of our entire moral social life, human
social morality, and the way that ethics reflects on the moral life. 42
According to Vittorio Gallese, one the leading researchers, 'a direct form of 'experiential understanding'
of others is achieved ... on the basis of the equivalence between what the others do and feel and what
we do and feel.' He explains that what is operative here is an embodied simulation of what is observed.
'By means of embodied simulation we do not just 'see' an action, an emotion, or a sensation .... (l)nternal
representations of the body states associated with actions, emotions, and sensations are evoked in the
observer, as if he/she would be doing a similar action or experiencing a similar emotion or sensation.'
The mirror neuron matching systems map the intentional relations between the two parties in a way that
is 'neutral about the specific quality or identity' of the agent being observed. In this way, the other party
.
.
becomes 'another self'. 43
I see a direct parallel between the findings of the neuroscientists - that the brain's mapping of the
intentional relations between the two parties is 'neutral about the specific quality or identity' of the agent
being observed - and our findings from the history of moral ideas of consolation in antiquity, that we
need not penetrate sympathetically the quality or identity of the precise sentiments of the worried other.
To repeat: Neither the history of the idea of the consoling response to the anxieties of others nor the
neuroscientifically-based involuntary affective-empathic response to the anxious worries of others
requires a detailed knowledge of and participation in the emotional experience and attitudes of the other.
Neither mode of empathic impetus to console entails an active reaching out into the interior of the other,
a positive effort to enter into and 'suffer with' the other, as one finds typically, with unrelenting emphasis,
in the vast literature on empathy and compassion. The child need not know what is causing the painful
contortion in the other's face (an example found in the neuroscientific literature) in order to experience an
empathic response, nor does the adult need to know and consciously share the particular emotions of the
friend who has lost a daughter in order to be moved to console (an example found in classical Roman
consolation literature). It suffices simply to recognize and receive the emotion-laden knowledge of the
other's anxious worry.
Thus, what is principally operative in both the historical idea/practice of consoling and the involuntary·
neural response of empathy for the worried or suffering other on the part of the observer/consoler is a
receptivity of the anxiety of the other- an anxiety for which there may be only minimal and simple
evidence. Thus, we do not need to project ourselves into the anxiety of the other in order to console; by
way of a very rudimentary empathy we simply receive the human (and humanly shared) meaning of the
44
kind of action they are performing, say, with their face.

Conclusion
We are left now with the task of developing and encouraging the art of consoling, viewed as fundamental
to our social moral life. The texts that are most interesting and important for understanding consolation
can, for the most part, be called exhortatory rather than doctrinal or imperative. The questions then
arises: What sort of rational (including, at times, religious-rational) communications have the potential for
effectively consoling? Whereas some consoling is rightly done by professionals, it is a moral art that
pertains to all of us. Thus, at one end of the spectrum there are some professionals who can console
profoundly through thorough an·d sustained communication. But we need to give more attention to the
consolation offered by friend, spouse, partner, mother, father, busy surgeon, physician, nurse, and social
worker. For the benefit of their consoling, we need to encourage the skill of simple aphorisms which
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reflect an awareness and receptivity of the anxious concern of others, but without presenting us with the
daunting task of probing the intense, complex inner feelings of the other.
For example, in the medical setting palliation, another word for consolation, needs to be given central
place in any institution that aspires to humanistic care of the ill, injured, or dying. Our consolatory
aphorisms need to be.crafted in terms of what we believe others are existentially capable of becoming,
or at least are desirous of becoming. Some aphorisms, simple in structure, have also been profoundly
crafted and professionally analyzed for their effectiveness. I am speaking, for example, of the empathicconsolatory phrase offered and analyzed by the Harvard psychiatrist Leston Havens: 'No wonder you
were frightened.'
This statement acknowledges and validates the naturalness and appropriateness of such feelings as
fright or fear or pain, for it implies that anyone would have been filled with fear, thus alleviating the
anxiety caused by the feeling of being trapped in the grips of a frightening medical condition or
procedure.
I do not want to imply that consolation can be accomplished by some automatic uttering of pre-packaged
· wisdom; ii must be accompanied by a genuine, if not heroic, humanity for the worried other. What is
most important in the consoling communication, however brief ii may be (and ii may require only one
minute of our time!), what is most essential for its effectiveness, is that the words be an expression of the
way we accompany the other, the way we simply stand by the other. Even if the words are at times
awkward - and ii is highly likely that we will not have the studied wisdom of a Cicero, a Seneca, a Christ,
a Meister Eckhart, or a Kierkegaard - what counts is the willingness to regard the other as sharing our
humanity, in a minimally empathic way. That should not be too difficult to accomplish.
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