
At the recent CREDO conference that I attended near Asheville, NC, numerous stories of life 
and ministry were shared.  The sacredness of our stories and how they express the deeper 
realities of our being was reaffirmed by this experience.  There were, of course, many anecdotes 
laced with humor and silliness.  Yet the expressions of breathtaking sadness that emerged were 
powerful.  Faith, in these instances, is not so much a belief in a magician who can make all the 
difficulty disappear.  Rather, faith is embodied in these moments as the very real and, at times, 
terrible placing of one foot in front of the other not knowing where it will lead just to walk 
through the day.  Certainty, understanding, assurance are niceties that often do not reside on this 
side of faith.  Rather the rawness of aloneness and the tentative reaching out for support is the 
body language of faith.  Faith, in this instance, does not mean proof.  Faith means seeking 
meaning in a world that, at the moment, seems devoid of it. 
 
Of all the stories, one that stuck with me is that of a colleague’s son.  The priest had served 
parishes in Texas before moving his family to Oxford, England, to work on a doctorate.  After a 
number of years and the completion of his course work, the colleague received a call to a parish 
in Alabama, and his family returned with him.  However, the adjustment for his children, 
particularly his teenage son, was difficult.  The boy became so unhappy with his surroundings 
that he took the initiative to apply on his own to boarding schools in the northeast. 
 
As a part of the application process to some of the schools, the boy participated in an interview 
with the admissions committee.  At the school where he was accepted, a friend of the family was 
a part of the interview.  He related to the priest the impressive interview that his son gave.  From 
the first question, the committee knew that this child was special.  The committee sought to 
break the ice in the interview with a simple question about what the boy had learned during the 
transition from Oxford to Alabama.  They were not regaled with travel details or relocation 
nightmare stories.  They didn’t get the rundown of adjustment in a different community.  Nor did 
they receive a laundry list of strategies to assimilate.  Rather, the boy sat for a moment and 
reflected on the question.  He then offered a one word reply.  What had he learned during the 
transition from Oxford to Alabama?  Simple:  Empathy. 
 
Because of the difficulties in making the move from communities that were literally worlds 
apart; because of the tough transition and tepid reception that he received from peers in his new 
community; because of the hardship of making (or not making as it were) friends and 
connections, the boy had learned an invaluable--albeit painful--skill that some never learn. 
Regardless of your intellect or athletic ability or artistic talent, regardless of creativity or piercing 
insight or deftness in decoding riddles, regardless of status or wealth or accomplishment the 
ability to feel with others is, perhaps, one of the vital aspects of our being.  
 



Particularly in a world that seems to becoming coarser and more combative, the need for 
empathy is more pronounced than ever.  And the boy’s experience is a quintessential expression 
of it.  We learn empathy through our pain.  Unfortunately, pain can become the thing that we 
abhor so much that we push it down and run from it and, thus, project pain upon others. 
However, when we sit with the uneasiness that confronts us in life, we gain insight into ourselves 
and appreciation for the experiences of others.  This, of course, does not mean that we should go 
looking for suffering.  Hardly.  As one friend once said, “You don’t need to go look for 
suffering.  It will come and find you.”  But we gain wisdom and compassion by walking through 
the discomfort that will meet us.  
 
The power of the incarnation in the Christian narrative is that it underscores this truth not just for 
humans.  Indeed, the incarnation articulates the powerful promise that this is precisely the 
experience that God undergoes as well.  God learns through the pain of the human experience of 
Jesus, so that God might be able to feel with the whole of humanity.  It’s an amazing concept. 
God does not know until God experiences?  Some find this abhorrent and an abomination to the 
idea of an all-powerful, all-knowing reality.  I find it deeply comforting.  I know that, in a 
profound sense, that when I walk alone, I am not really alone. 


