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THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Empathy
Isaiah 40:21-31; I Corinthians 9:16-23

If we do not listen carefully to what Paul says and how he says it in this
section of his letter to his friends in Corinth, he might sound like nothing more
than a chameleon.  “To the Jews I became as a Jew . . . to those under the
law I became as one under the law . . . to those outside the law I became as
one outside the law . . . to the weak I became weak . . . I have become all
things to all people, that I might by all means save some.”  He sounds
something like a snake oil salesman, making any and every pitch he can to
sell his wares which, in this case, happen to be the gospel.  Like the rooster
on a weathervane, it seems as if Paul will head in whatever direction the wind
happens to blow.  Not only does that sound deceptive, but it sounds downright
ridiculous and self serving.

Many people around Paul criticized him for his approach to sharing the
gospel.  Jews and Gentiles alike accused him of being hypocritical if not
downright sinful for getting cozy with the other side by any means possible.

Was Paul being disingenuous?  Or had he discovered a great truth, one
that is universal, often quoted, but not always heeded?  What Paul was
practicing was the very axiom that was burned into a piece of wood that hung
on the wall in our Scout hut when I was growing up: “Never criticize another
Brave until you have walked a mile in his moccasins.”

We all know this saying to be true–from both sides–the one being
criticized and the one being critical.  It simply makes sense.  If we know
another person’s circumstances, we will better understand his actions.  Yet,
as often as we might quote it, we frequently forget this vital bit of wisdom. 
What amazes me is that this simple and sometimes overused proverb
embodies the ultimate theological truth of our faith.

How do you explain God to someone else?  You can’t point to God. 
You can’t even show someone a picture of God.  All you can do is talk about
God in the only context we fully understand which is ourselves.  That is why
in his hymn, “O Worship the King,” Robert Grant used the words “King,”
“Shield,” “Maker,” “Defender,” “Redeemer,” and “Friend.”  Those are concepts



we understand.  Those are relationships we experience among ourselves. 
Why shouldn’t God be the ultimate example of the best that humans can be?

Think back to what the psalmist said in our Call to Worship.  He (or she)
described the Lord as one who “gathers the outcasts of Israel,” a task similar
to that of a shepherd.  The Lord heals and binds up wounds just like a
physician.  The Lord determines the number of stars and gives them names
like a craftsman.  The Lord brings rain to the earth, makes grass grow, and
feeds the animals just like a good farmer.  The prophets, the psalmists, and
everyone else who has ever attempted to describe or explain God used the
examples they knew best–us!

Isaiah is a good case in point.  This eighth century prophet who spoke
so poetically, forcefully, and hopefully about God did so in terms the people
could relate to.  In the familiar and beloved 40th chapter of the book bearing
his name, Isaiah described God as a craftsman, a farmer, and a warrior. 
Then, wisely, he inserted God’s voice in the text which asked, “To whom will
you compare me, or who is my equal?”  The only honest answer that can be
given is, “No one.”  God is not simply the best of all that humanity can be. 
Our attempts to understand God through our eyes might be helpful, but will
always be wanting.

I wonder if, as God listened to all of the voices uttering prayers, to all of
the sermons extolling God’s virtues, to all of the prophesies hoping to awake
the hearts of his people, God didn’t think, “You know, they are obviously
having trouble understanding me.”  And maybe God also thought, “You know,
I’m having a little trouble understanding them!”

Then God slipped on our shoes, but even more: God slipped into our
skin.  God entered our lives in the person of Jesus Christ so that God could
know and understand us from the inside out and maybe, just maybe, in the
process we would better know God as well.

I can think of no other explanation for the incarnation of Christ than
God’s desire to get inside our lives to better understand us and to help us
better understand God.  That, after all, is the ultimate form of empathy.  Jesus
came so that God could fully relate to us and so that we might better know
God.

What better way to bridge the gap between Creator and created,
between Divinity and humanity?  And it worked!  Do we not celebrate the birth
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of Jesus as God with us?  Does it not mean something tangible and profound
that Jesus was born in the same manner we were and grew up just as we do? 
And do not the joys and struggles that he experienced on this earth make our
own joys and struggles much more meaningful?  Do his suffering and death
not change our own perspectives on suffering and death?  And does not his
affirmation of eternal life give us hope for the same gift?  Through God’s
ultimate empathy expressed in Jesus Christ, our living is given meaning and
hope.

It makes sense then that empathy should be one of the gifts that we
offer to one another.  But what is empathy from our point of view?  If God
showed empathy through Jesus, how did Jesus embody empathy?  What
would empathy look like in our lives?  Poet Chris White is clear and to the
point in his poem titled “Empathy”:

The ability to understand
And share feelings of another

The power to put an arm around
A Sister or a Brother

The act of being able to
Be aware and sympathise

Being able to view the world anew
Through another’s eyes

The chance to taste, to feel, to know
What strangers are thinking and seeing

To walk in someone else’s shoes
To be a Human Being

CW20201

Too often of late, we jettison our own humanity for a lower form of life
that negates or ignores another person’s life altogether.  We draw lines in the
sand, or in public life, in the church, or even in our families which distinguish
us from one another and what is right from what is wrong according to our
opinion.  Yet, that is a dangerous move to make both to our values and to our
humanity.  Bill Bullard, former San Francisco University High School Dean,
reminds us that “Opinion is really the lowest form of human knowledge; it
requires no accountability, no understanding.  The highest form of knowledge,
according to George Eliot, is empathy, for it requires us to suspend our egos

1Ten Poems of Empathy to Share with the World; available online at:
https://www.pauljenkinspoet.co.uk/post/ten-poems-of-empathy-to-share-with-the-world.
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and live in another’s world. It requires profound, purpose-larger-than-the-self
kind of understanding.”2

Empathy, when we truly and deliberately make the effort to understand
someone else’s experience, is true humanity as exhibited by Jesus himself. 
As author Leo Buscaglia wrote, “Too often we underestimate the power of a
touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an honest compliment, or the
smallest act of caring, all of which have the potential to turn a life around."

Empathy can happen in several ways.  First, we can do our best to
understand what another person is thinking and why.  We ask questions.  We
respect experiences.  We listen and we learn.  Second, we feel what
someone else is feeling.  Our own experience connects with theirs so that
their sadness is our sadness and their joy is our joy.  Finally, compassion is
the form of empathy that moves us to do something in response to another
person’s needs.  An easier way to remember what empathy is all about is a
bit of wisdom that has been around forever, I suspect.  Jesus himself thought
it important when he said, “Do to others as you would have them do to you”
(Luke 6:31).  The reverse, of course, is also true.  Do not do to others what
you would not have them do to you.  Empathy is not only about doing
something.  Often it is about not acting on our first impulses.

A farmer had some puppies he needed to sell so he painted
a sign advertising the pups and set about nailing it to a post on
the edge of his yard.  As he was driving the last nail into the post,
he felt a tug on his overalls.  He looked down into the eyes of a
little boy.

"Mister," he said, "I want to buy one of the puppies."

"Well," said the farmer, as he rubbed the sweat off the back
of his neck, "These puppies come from fine parents and cost a
good deal of money."

The boy dropped his head for a moment.  Then reaching
deep into his pocket, he pulled out a handful of change and held
it up to the farmer.  "I've got thirty-nine cents.  Is that enough to
take a look?"

2Bill Bullard, as cited by Mike Johnson in a FaceBook comment to Heath Haussamen via
NMPolitics.net, March 22, 2016.
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"Sure," said the farmer.  And with that he let out a whistle. 
"Here, Dolly!" he called.

Out from the doghouse and down the ramp ran Dolly
followed by four little balls of fur.  The little boy pressed his face
against the chain link fence.  His eyes danced with delight.  As
the dogs made their way to the fence, the little boy noticed
something else stirring just inside the dog house.  Slowly another
little ball appeared, this one noticeably smaller.  Down the ramp
it slid.  Then in a somewhat awkward manner, the littlest pup
began hobbling toward the others, doing its best to catch up.

"I want that one," the little boy said, pointing to the runt. 
The farmer knelt down at the boy's side and said, "Son, you don't
want that puppy.  He will never be able to run and play with you
like these other dogs would."

With that the little boy stepped back from the fence, reached
down, and began rolling up one leg of his trousers.  In doing so,
he revealed a steel brace running down both sides of his leg
attaching itself to a specially made shoe.  Looking back up at the
farmer, he said, "You see sir, I don't run too well myself, and he
will need someone who understands."

God looked at the world made out of his own compassion and came to
live among us as Jesus because we need someone who understands.  We
are called to do the same.  So like Paul . . . and like God . . . let us do a better
job of becoming all things to all people, making the effort to enter their lives,
so that we might better understand their experience.  Who knows, in opening
ourselves up to the life of another person, they might just discover some truth
they had never before considered or, better yet, maybe we will, too.  God tried
it.  Why shouldn’t we?
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February 7, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

As much as we try to place our hope in you and trust in your strength
to uphold us, O God, we confess that most days we are weary. Though you
created us in your image and declared us to be very good, most of this past
year has been anything but good. Through the coming of Christ, we have the
assurance that you walk beside us and we are never alone, yet we find
ourselves confused, tired, and lonely because so much of what was known
in our lives has been traded for unfamiliar routines and protocols, and we
have been forced to distance ourselves from beloved people and places.
Worry and suffering seem to consume our reality and threaten our well being,
leaving us feeling heartbroken and helpless. Suspicions and tensions among
us keep us separated from our brothers and sisters in the human family, while
anxieties and doubts within us cause us to overlook your loving presence all
around us. You invite us into relationship with you and call us to love one
another, but fears and failures, apathy and assumptions prevent us from
realizing the grace of life-giving communion with you and genuine community
with our neighbors. In these trying times, indeed every day of our lives,
Gracious God, hear us, heal us, love and restore us, we pray.

In our moments of fear and doubt, give us a sturdy reliance upon our
faith in you and an unyielding compassion for one another. When we are
confused and weary, grant to us a clear vision of the hope you have promised
and a peace which defies whatever storms are swirling within and around us.
Here at your table and in every part of our lives, open our hearts to give and
receive your love in ways that will bring justice for those who are oppressed
and wholeness to those who suffer. Give us courage to participate in your
work of redemption and reconciliation for the world you have called us to love.
In these days when so much is uncertain, reassure us with a steadfast hope
that will overcome our fears, and in the midst of all that is unknown, grant us
gifts of creativity and energy that will help us to envision new opportunities for
serving one another and following you. Make of our lives, we pray, a balm to
soothe the hurting places in our world and a light which leads others toward
the love and life you offer.  In the name of Jesus the Christ, by whose life we
are inspired, and by whose death and resurrection we are redeemed.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


