Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Too Sensitive?

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Our Sages taught: There are three whose life is not life: the overly compassionate, 

the hot-tempered and the overly-sensitive.”
Babylonian Talmud [Pesachim 113b]

Every day, in living rooms, offices and classrooms across the world, people are wondering why others mistreat them. Why didn’t those people invite us to their son’s wedding? Why does my boss always play favorites? Why doesn’t this teacher ever call on me? She must hate me. We spend an inordinate amount of psychic energy engaged in imaginary conversations defending ourselves and our honor. Some would say that we waste an inordinate amount of energy engaged in imaginary emotional battles that may and usually do not ever materialize. 


The Talmud lists three personal characteristics that can make life so difficult that at times, it doesn’t seem worth living. Those who are overly-compassionate may spend so much time giving to others that they forget to live themselves. Those who are angry burn up their lives with rage. But what about the last problem: over-sensitivity? Just as in the scenarios above, we can only imagine the mind-set of someone who reads in-between the lines of every conversation and imagines criticism, slights and insults at every turn. Innocent actions can generate unintended morbid associations and angry reactions. Every day, these perceived insults become deposits in a negativity bank brimming with trouble. No wonder the Talmud records that such individuals have no life. Is a life where you get little joy from others really a life worth living?

We all know people (maybe even the person in the mirror) who read too much into things or are so self-absorbed that they take every conversation personally. In the immortal words of Susan Sontag: “I envy paranoids; they actually feel people are paying attention to them.” At times, it is hard to decide if someone who is oversensitive is really sensitive or selfish, narcissistic or truly honest – as the joke goes – you’re not really paranoid. They really are out to get you!
The problem with over-sensitivity is who determines it? What seems oversensitive to some may seem insensitive to others. While someone imagines a world inhabited by people who are thoughtless, unappreciative and cold, others may view the same picture with an entirely different perspective. Asking someone to determine oversensitivity is a little like asking someone to determine normalcy. Who gets to judge?
The answer usually depends on the context: work, home, communal settings. Each environment has norms and authority figures who create standards and expectations. From a faith perspective, it is not the setting which determines sensitivity but faith in God. People of deep faith are often untouched by human insults. Their outlook may be other-worldly. They care what God thinks and why God created them and finding their own unique purpose in this world. Consequently, they do not care that much about the insults of a neighbor, the criticisms of a co-worker or being left out by a friend because they see everything as part of a divine plan that they do not understand. Each action and reaction is an unconscious expression of our vulnerability at a fate we do not know.
It takes faith not to be oversensitive: faith in God and faith in our fellow human beings. If we have to deal on a regular basis with people who are oversensitive, it may also require faith in our own judgments. We know if we intended to hurt someone or had no such thought. We have to stand firm in our ability to counter claims and express the contrary. Dealing with someone who lives in the imagination may require some imaginative responses from us. There is a fine line between faith and trust. Faith is having belief in something that you cannot see or know entirely. Trust is acting on that faith. When we trust other human beings, it is not because we know what they are going to do and why. It is because we trust that such individuals would not try to hurt us.

This may explain another layer of the Talmud’s worry. Someone who is overly-sensitive may have little or no trust – not in God and not in others. A life without trust - where we cannot make ourselves vulnerable to others or seek their help or care too much about our personal honor may very well be a life not worth living. A life where we trust God and others and that trust allows us to care deeply about others is the only life worth living.
Shabbat Shalom
