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CHAPTER 1 

EMPATHY: THE GIFT THAT CAN 
BECOME A TRAP 

Empathy is often celebrated as one of the greatest human strengths. 

It is the ability to feel what others feel. To understand pain without needing 
to experience it directly. To recognize emotional needs without being told. 
Empathy is what makes a mother hold her child when the child cannot 
speak. It is what makes a friend notice sadness in a smile. It is what makes 
a stranger stop to help someone crying in public. 

Empathy builds families, friendships, communities, and love. 

But empathy has a hidden side. 

Empathy can also become a psychological trap, especially when a person 
lacks emotional boundaries. 

In its healthiest form, empathy is like standing beside someone in the rain, 
holding an umbrella over both of you. 

But in its most dangerous form, empathy becomes stepping into the rain 
alone and giving the umbrella away, then calling it love. 

The Problem With “Goodness” 

Many people who struggle with suicidal empathy were raised to believe 
that being good means: 

• Always Being Available  

• Always Forgiving  

• Always Giving  

• Always Understanding  

• Never Complaining  
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• Never Being Angry  

• Never Putting Themselves First  

They were praised when they were helpful, quiet, and obedient. They were 
punished or ignored when they expressed emotional needs. 

Over time, they developed a belief system that sounds like this: 

“If I stop giving, I will stop being loved.” 

This belief is the foundation of self-sacrificing empathy. 

What Empathy Really Means 

Empathy is not one simple thing. It is a combination of emotional 
intelligence, perception, and psychological sensitivity. 

Modern psychology generally recognizes three major types of empathy: 

1. Cognitive Empathy 

This is the ability to understand what someone is feeling without 
necessarily feeling it yourself. 

It sounds like: 

• “I understand why you’re upset.”  

• “I can see how that would hurt you.”  

Cognitive empathy is useful for communication, leadership, negotiation, 
and counseling. It creates understanding without emotional overload. 

2. Emotional Empathy 

This is the ability to actually feel what another person feels. 

It sounds like: 

• “When you cry, I feel like crying too.”  

• “Your pain becomes my pain.”  

Emotional empathy creates deep bonding, but it is also the empathy type 
most likely to lead to emotional exhaustion. 


