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	 My first middle-of-the-night call as a hospital chaplain this summer was to a 

man who had recently been readmitted to the hospital after falling at home. His nurse 

called me to say that this patient, who I’ll call Fred, was feeling really hopeless — “was 

there any way I could come see him tonight?” “Of course!” I eagerly replied, feeling 

glad to be of use. When I entered Fred’s room, the lights were low and he was curled 

up in his bed. He looked up at me expectantly, his eyes hungry for mine to meet his. 

After I introduced myself and sat down, Fred laid bare his situation: “I’m just so alone.” 


	 Fred went on to tell me more about his life — about his estranged family 

members, and the job that he used to love but lately was only bringing frustration, and 

the church that he used to go to but didn’t anymore. With every twist and turn of his life  

story, Fred told me — both with his words and his demeanor — of his feelings of 

abandonment and being all alone in this world. As I sat and listened, his story evoked 

my own experiences of loneliness: the times in my life when I too have been convinced 

that no one calls or invites me over because no one wants to, that no one likes me — 

that I am not even worthy of having friends. 


	 Sitting with Fred in his hospital room, hearing him say over and over how no one 

cared about him and that’s why he was all alone — I reached the point when I just 

couldn’t stand it. I didn’t want to hear him talk about himself that way. I thought about 

all the things I had heard when I was lonely — that really my friends did like me, or 

maybe I should try connecting with them — and I couldn’t help it. Even though these 

suggestions never struck the right chord for me, I tried them anyway. I told Fred that 

from the short time I knew him, he seemed like a great person — a wonderful friend. I 
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tried to help him problem-solve, identifying people he could call and who could be a 

source of support for him. 


	 One of the primary skills of spiritual care is empathy. You have likely heard 

empathy defined in a variety of ways, but the version I kept ready-at-hand this summer 

comes from the scripture Candice read a few moments ago: rejoice with those who 

rejoice; weep with those who weep. I find it astoundingly simple in its clarity. There is 

no escaping what this directive is asking me to do: feel what someone else is feeling. 

Our empathy doesn’t care for someone if they can’t tell we’re empathizing — if they 

can’t see us or hear us or feel us feeling what they feel. Rejoice with those who rejoice, 

weep with those who weep.


	 This month, we are exploring different facets of Jesus’s identity: teacher, 

prophet, and today, healer. But this scripture passage is not from the Gospels — it is 

not one of the myriad accounts of Jesus’s healing miracles. It comes from one of Paul’s 

letters to a real Christian community: it is his perspective on what it means to live a 

Christian life. The word “heal” does not appear in this passage — and yet I find, and I 

hope you will too, that these lessons speak to what it means to repair relationships and 

mend divisions in community.


	 Pastors, chaplains, and other clergy are trained in the skills of spiritual care — in 

the ability to tend to people in times of grief and trauma, spiritual reckoning and moral 

distress. Although some of these skills require years of practice and attention to the 

theories behind them, many of the skills of spiritual care are the same habits that make 

us human. Like any skill, some people have an intuitive sense of empathy while others 

must remember to work at it — but empathy is a practice that all of us can cultivate in 
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our care for one another as we struggle to “let love be genuine,” and “live in harmony 

with one another.” 


	 Shortly after that night on call, I shared my experience with my peers and 

supervisor — part of the Clinical Pastoral Education model of action, reflection, action. 

In our reflection on my conversation with Fred, we recognized that I had run up against 

something called unbearable affect.  

	 Fred’s deep loneliness and despair was his unbearable affect — it was the thing 

that I could not stand. Perhaps you know this feeling too: in a toddler’s tantrum or a 

friend’s ranting about work or a grandparent’s complaining about achey joints. When 

they reveal this pain to you, can you stand it? Can you handle listening to the 

repetition? Can you endure the tears on their face? Or, as I did with Fred, do you find it 

unbearable? If you are anything like me, your love for this person drives you to 

problem-solve: to make a favorite snack or proofread that important email or schedule 

a doctor’s appointment. These things can all be helpful, important, and even wanted — 

but when we utilize them, we are working with tools other than empathy. We want to 

help our loved one by making the pain go away, because we cannot stand to see them 

suffer. 


	 In the hospital setting, chaplains hold up empathy as a means of healing: 

chaplains are rarely in a position to make pain, or loneliness, or fear go away. And so 

every day we practiced the thing that we could do: sitting with people in pain, 

accompanying them in their loneliness, joining them in their fear. But my touchstone for 

what it looks like to join people in their pain — to bear the unbearable — came not 
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from one of the other chaplains, or even one of our patients, but from the medical staff 

— collectively, turned out by the hundreds in the hospital atrium one day.


	 George Floyd was killed the day before I started my CPE program. Back in May, 

cities and towns around the country became sites of protest, as unprecedented 

numbers of people — especially white people — turned out to demand justice. As 

schools, corporations, and organizations began releasing statements in support of the 

Movement for Black Lives, Legacy Emanuel Medical Center joined in with a midday 

rally in the hospital’s atrium. The large gathering space was packed, with people 

spilling out into hallways in all directions. Though Portland is known as a liberal city, 

Emanuel is plagued by its legacy of perpetrating forced relocation and destruction of 

homes in the neighborhood that was once Portland’s center of Black life. The hospital 

has stepped toward taking ownership for this harm, but the decades of pain have not 

healed — and the malignant wound of racism continues to hurt patients and staff.


	 Forced displacement and racial inequities in healthcare — let alone any other 

measure of ongoing, systematic racism — are problems that cry out for solutions. But 

as I peered over heads in the hospital atrium that day, the lesson I learned was not how 

to fix structural racism. My scrubs-clad colleagues taught me what it looks like to 

demonstrate empathy as they chanted when you can’t breathe, we can’t breathe. Here 

were the very people whose job it is to not stand idly by when someone is in 

respiratory distress proclaiming that they would not — could not — rush only to their 

usual tools of helping — the usual tools that make a clear distinction between the one 

doing the dying and the one doing the reviving. If you can’t breathe, we can’t breathe. 

They proclaimed empathy as a means of healing, acknowledging that they could not 
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make the pain and injustice go away. Instead of trying to fix it with a barrier between 

medic and patient, instead of looking away from something they couldn’t stand, they 

showed another way: when someone is forced to endure the unbearable, we can 

choose to bear it with them. If you can’t breathe, we can’t breathe. 


	 It is unbearable to watch someone slowly killed on video. It is unbearable to see 

mothers crying out in the streets because justice is the only thing left to save their 

children. It is unbearable to find out that we are not, in fact, equal in the eyes of the law, 

or the school system, or the health outcomes. If you are at all like me, you cannot 

stand to see this. If you are at all like me, you cannot bear it, so you look away. 


	 I want to return to the end of the scripture passage — the part that says 

“Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God.” Most times 

when I read this scripture, I simply leave this part out. I stop after the part that says, “If 

it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all” — that sounds pretty 

good, doesn’t it? I stop there because I do not believe in a wrathful God, throwing 

down lightning bolts from on high, and I hate the idea that the Bible tells us to “heap 

burning coals” on anyone’s head. 


	 I say that I do not believe in a wrathful God. But I do believe that God is the 

master of empathy. I believe that God’s heart breaks constantly and that Her tears are 

unending — and I also believe that God eternally delights in us and the rest of Creation. 

In short, I believe that God rejoices with those who rejoice and weeps with those who 

weep. And so I must also believe that wherever there is righteous anger, wherever there 

is a cry for what is right, wherever there are calls for vengeance in the face of justice 
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too long deferred — there too is God, angry with those who are angry; shouting with 

those who shout; wrathful with those who are wrathful. 


	 And though it is difficult beyond measure, though most days I cannot stand it, I 

believe that God is forever in the business of helping us do the same.   


