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Early in the first century, one prevailing attitude toward Christians, especially among Greek and Roman intellectuals, was that Christians were mentally disturbed.

Followers of Christ were considered social misfits, because they took seriously in their communal life Jesus’ mandate to “love one another” (John 15:12). But I think we Christians need to be very clear about what we mean by love.

Sometimes we think love, whether divine or human love, is doing good to another, of goodwill, or sometimes pity. We think to love is being good or doing charitable acts. But love is more than doing good. There are plenty of do-gooders performing charitable acts, very often without any real empathy with those they are helping. If we equate God’s love with doing good then we get into all kinds of theological difficulties when bad things actually happen to people. Does this then mean that God no longer loves us because we are not the objects of goodness? I don’t think so. Indeed, who wants only a do-gooder God, anyway, if this God is not going to share my experience? I don’t. I need to know that God shares my experience. So that when Jesus calls us to love it has to mean more than “like one another” or “accept one another”, more than “be nice or good to one another”, it has to mean more than “tolerate or put up with one another”. 

When the first Christians encountered the radical depth of God’s love in the face of Jesus Christ they had to find a new vocabulary to express the power of their experience. They turned to an obscure and rarely used Greek word – agape – to best explain what God’s love is like. Sometimes agape has been rendered as selfless or sacrificial love. But I think perhaps a better way of describing what Jesus is talking about, is empathy.

Em-pathos means to share or participate in pathos. And pathos is suffering. But it can also mean experience. Empathy requires imaginatively putting yourself into the life of another, wondering what it’s like for someone to feel and experience life, to wonder what it must feel for another to be human, wonder how they see the world, and then doing everything one can to empower and support, honour and cherish their experience.

But the decision to act is rooted in God’s participation in human experience. This divine way becomes clearly focused in the life of Jesus, where God participates in human suffering and experience through Jesus. Jesus shares our suffering, our plight, our joys, and our sorrows.

Christian love as empathy means putting myself in the skin of one who is suffering and then deciding what I can do to alleviate or if not alleviate at least share in the suffering. 

To love is to be in a relationship where what another experiences alters one’s own experience. It’s the sharing of experience that transforms – and maybe this is why such love is so rare in the world because to love another means inevitably means to be changed, to take on another’s suffering and pain means one will be changed. And most of us simply will not go there without the grace of God.

Every time we hear “love” in the original Greek, it is agape. This is a life text in that it shows us what human life can look like, first in the church and then in the world, what is possible and available to us with God’s help, when empathy directs our lives. 

Love means making space for all people to use their gifts, honouring and valuing another’s experience, making space for one another, making space for all people to thrive. This is the way of Jesus Christ who in every relationship calls us to go deep, to live in and for and with the other. It shapes how we meet strangers, friends, enemies, people we fear or dislike, it informs intercessory prayer, shapes our politics, our way of being in the world, how we respond to world affairs. It allows us to share in solidarity with the joys and the sorrows of all God’s people. This is how Christians love. Is it too much for us to bear? Yes, if you try this alone. Don’t try this alone. We don’t do this alone. Together, we are the body of Christ. This is the empathic way of Jesus Christ that sets us apart from the rest of the world. It’s the way the Spirit calls everyone one of us and then equips us to follow.
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