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we understand 

 

On the level… 

It’s probably the most enduring masonic concept, and one which has reached far 
into the lexicon of general human intercourse, surpassing even square deal as a fra-

ternal throwback.  It’s easy to understand the broad appeal of the philosophy, be-
cause it is the one philosophy that, by design, is meant to appeal to the broadest 
cross-section of humanity. That we are all equal, that no matter what our circum-
stances we are given an equal voice and equal weight, has been a keystone of not 
only the masonic lodge, but of democratic societies at large. 

But equality doesn’t mean sameness. We are not carbon copies of one another, and 
we are sometimes surprised to discover that different people are different. They 
think differently, they have different talents and capabilities, drives and motivations. 
We have different values, or often times we may have the same values, but see wild-

ly different threats to those values. Freemasonry is not immune to these realities, 
despite the vaccines of our common masonic experiences and obligations. We can 
say we’re on the level and equal all we want—we can even believe it—but in our 
hearts it is exceptionally difficult to feel equal when we are faced with these differ-
ences, from the leadership and maintenance of our lodges, to the anathemas of reli-
gion and politics.  

Our beliefs and values make total sense to us, and it’s hard to understand how oth-
ers can possibly think differently, and thus we limit our thinking to only a few op-
tions: One, I’m wrong. Two, they’re stupid. Three, they’re bad.  

The real answer is almost never any of these, but they (most especially 2 and 3) are 
the easiest answers to accept, because they take the shortest contemplation, have 
the easiest responses, and require no real effort on our parts. And yet, as freema-
sons we have a deep-seated drive to do our best to uphold these principles. We 
want to practice equality because it’s the right thing to do, but to believe we’re 
equal we need to practice empathy, because the only way you can truly see some-
one as your equal, at the core, is if you can see yourself doing the same things they 
are doing. 

Empathy is the ability to feel what someone else is feeling. This is different from 
sympathy, which is the ability to feel sorry or pity for someone going through hard 
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times. For some people this comes very naturally, but many of us struggle. If 
you want to become more empathetic, the first step is to open up to truly 

listening to another person when they’re talking about something important 
to them. People deflect in all kinds of ways, even in ways that trick ourselves 
into believing that we are being helpful or empathetic, when we’re actually 
trying to escape the awkwardness of a conversation.  

Laura Click, a writer and podcaster, compiled a fantastic list of the types of 
people who deflect emotional conversation.  

1. The Dodger 
When sharing your story, the Dodger is trying to do anything but listen, from 
looking at their phone, to darting their eyes around the room for literally any-
thing they can use as an excuse to leave the conversation or to at least signal 
you to change the subject. 

2. The Positive Picker Upper 
Everything happens for a reason, to the Positive Picker Upper. God never 

gives you anything you can’t handle, and what doesn’t kill us makes us 
stronger, and any other kind of trite saying or observation that may convince 
you that your problems aren’t too bad.  

There may not be many perfect problems in life, but whatever you’re dealing 

with is challenging enough to give you worry. For all their seeming good in-
tentions, the Positive Picker Upper is essentially trying to invalidate your feel-
ings. 

3. The Minimizer 
Much like the Positive Picker Upper, the Minimizer tries to make your prob-
lem feel less important. If your spouse is sick they may be quick to remind 
you that you mentioned earlier that they’re on the mend. But that doesn’t 

mean the situation still isn’t tough. Minimizing a person’s problems is, in a 
way, telling you you’re overreacting. And maybe you are, but is that helpful? 
It doesn’t fix your problem; it only implies that you’re  weak for worrying. 

4. The Advisor 
Speaking of fixing problems, the Advisor is someone who, when faced with 
any issue, becomes an armchair expert. They’ve always got a piece of advice 
ready to help. The problem with this is that often times the solution isn’t 
what you’re is struggling with. It’s the struggle you’re struggling with. Advice 
may be well intentioned, but it’s also a great way to deflect a person from 
talking about their troubles. 

5. The Storyteller 
Storytellers usually do want to relate to you in some way, and will search 
their memories for any personal story to share with you. And in a sense, 
that’s not a bad thing, because you do want to know that someone can truly 
relate to how you feel. But the problems with storytelling is it takes the focus 
off of your situation and onto someone else’s. And often times it’s not about 
empathizing but finding something to say to avoid discomfort.  

6. The One Upper 
The One Upper seeks to remind you that as bad as you may have it, someone 
else (including them) has it worse than you do. It’s like being forced to count 

your blessings at gunpoint. It’s almost like talking to a Storyteller, but trying 
to go over the top of a person talking about a personal problem, and like the 
Minimizer, implies that you’re weaker in some way. 
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7. The Dramatist 
When you tell someone about a bad situation you’re dealing with and they 
take it worse than you do, now you’ve got two problems, your original one, 
and this person who you have to calm and reassure, when perhaps that’s 
what you were looking for from them. Like many of the types above, the 
Dramatist goal, ultimately, is to make the situation about them, not you. 

Avoiding harm with the above cop-outs is one thing, but how does one ac-
tually improve their ability to empathize? Here’s how. 

 

How to Be Empathetic 

Listen 
It sounds basic, but active, quality listening is tough. For one, it involves 
what many of us hate to do, which is shutting up. When you’re truly listen-
ing, you’re listening only for understanding. You can ask questions to help 
you clarify your understanding, but never questions to put them on the 
spot or trap them. And trap questions are not just a political thing to get 

your opponent to admit their hypocrisy. When you’re trying to listen for 
empathy, that’s no time for some convoluted Socratic Method where 
you’re trying to lead the other person to a realization. This isn’t about them 

realizing or fixing anything. This is purely about letting them feel heard and 
understood. 

 

To that end, there are physical cues you can do to make someone feel lis-

tened to. Some people, like many who have ADHD, legitimately do listen 
better when they’re physically busy, fidgeting, or even playing on their 
phone, but that never feels good to the speaker. Things you can do include 

eye contact, leaning forward in your chair, nodding as they make important 
points, and tipping your ear toward them in a crowded area. 

 

Validation 
People crave connection. Freemasonry is, in great part, about connection 
and the mystic tie. When we’re struggling with an experience, or even argu-
ing over an issue, what we’re looking for is for someone to turn toward us 

and connect, even in small ways.  

Validation is generally done in two steps. First, identify the emotion being 
expressed. Second, align in some way.  

If a brother is crushed because they’re getting a divorce, they could be ex-

pressing sadness, confusion, fear, or all three.  

“I wouldn't even know what to do,” would be a fair response. Is it good 
advice? Nope. Is it letting them know everything will be alright? No.  

If someone was relating a problem and you say  “It could be a lot worse, so 
count your blessings,” that invalidates their emotional response. It implies, 

in some way, that they’re doing something wrong for feeling how they feel. 

That’s not fair to them. They’re going to feel your they feel. Feelings don’t, 
and aren’t supposed to, make rational sense. Validation is letting them 

know they’re not wrong for feeling the way they do. And it connects you.  

But what if they are wrong? In these political times, when the country is 

most in need of unity, what if your brother is upset about something that, 
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frankly, you feel the exact opposite way about? Or even worse, they’re ex-
pressing a belief in an idea that you know is factually wrong? 

Honestly? That doesn’t matter.  

A mason may dedicate themselves to truth and light, but truth is often phil-
osophical, and just as political commentator Ben Shapiro is famous for coin-
ing the phrase “facts don’t care about your feelings” the reverse is also 
true. Feelings don’t care about your facts. And empathy is about feelings. 
Not who is right. In religion, politics, and current affairs, people tie them-
selves to ideas and political figures because they have needs they need met 

in order to quell a fear or stoke a hope.  

 Validation doesn’t mean you agree with someone. What it means is if you 
were experiencing the same emotions they are, you might behave the same 
ways they have in your own specific circumstances.  

 

Transposition 
One of the oldest pieces of advice for learning empathy is imagining your-

self in the other person’s shoes. What would you do in that situation? And 
it’s a good exercise, because sometimes we never really stop and consider 
the details of just what the other person is experiencing.  

The problem with this approach is that through bias, lack of practical expe-

rience, and an overestimation of our abilities, we often conclude that we 
would handle a particular misfortune differently, and much better, than the 
person we’re trying to empathize with.  

There is a variation of this kind of emotional transposition that can help. 
Rather than imagining what you would  do in their position, ask yourself 
this: what would you have to experience in order to react in same way 
they’re reacting? 

Different people can’t tolerate different levels of friction in their lives, so 
skip that and meet at the finish line. If someone tells you they stopped talk-
ing to their father, or are divorcing their wife, or voted for someone you 
hate, imagining you doing the same thing and what you might have to go 
through in your life to reach that same conclusion, because it ’s not about 

how we comparatively meet the challenges in our lives, or even about un-
derstanding the thought process of the other person. It’s about under-
standing their emotional state and aligning yourself with that. When you 

can align yourself with another person's emotional state, even   for a mo-
ment, you will connect, and that is truly a mystic tie.  
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