Walk a Mile in Someone Else’s Shoes

(Unless you’re at an estate sale!)

Finding a great bargain has always been a favorite pastime of mine, so a few years ago my children and I decided to spend a Saturday morning going to yard sales.  The fourth one on our list looked especially promising.  It was an estate sale at an expensive home in a very nice neighborhood.  When we arrived, we all piled out of the car and started up the front sidewalk.  The only items on display in the front yard were the shoes.  Since my daughter needed new cowboy boots and heels, we began trying them on.  A few minutes later a lady approached us and kindly said, “Those shoes aren’t for sale.  They belong to the people inside the home attending the estate sale.”  Apparently they had been asked to remove their shoes so as not to soil the carpets. We were so embarrassed we nearly died!  

Today I would like to talk about walking a mile in someone else’s shoes; about having charity and developing an unconditional love for those with whom we associate.  

What is charity?  Some say it is a synonym for love - but charity is more than love.  Charity is everlasting love, perfect love, a love for everyone, the pure love of Christ which endures forever…He who possesses charity has no aim or desire except for the eternal welfare of his own soul and the souls around him.  Like Joseph Smith said, “A man filled with the love of God, is not content with blessing his family alone, but ranges through the whole world, anxious to bless the whole human race.”  

President Thomas S. Monson said, “I consider charity—or “the pure love of Christ”—to be the opposite of criticism and judging. I have in mind the charity that manifests itself when we are tolerant of others and lenient toward their actions, the kind of charity that forgives, the kind of charity that is patient.

I have in mind the charity that impels us to be sympathetic, compassionate, and merciful, not only in times of sickness and affliction and distress but also in times of weakness or error on the part of others.

Charity is having patience with someone who has let us down. It is resisting the impulse to become offended easily. It is accepting weaknesses and shortcomings. It is accepting people as they truly are. It is looking beyond physical appearances to attributes that will not dim through time. It is resisting the impulse to categorize others.
In a hundred small ways, all of you wear the mantle of charity. Life is perfect for none of us. Rather than being judgmental and critical of each other, may we have the pure love of Christ for our fellow travelers in this journey through life. May we recognize that each one is doing her best to deal with the challenges which come her way, and may we strive to do our best to help out.” (General Conference October 2010)

Stephen R. Covey once said, “When you deeply accept and love people as they are, you actually encourage them to become better.  By accepting people you’re not condoning their weakness or agreeing with their opinion; you’re simply affirming their intrinsic worth.  You’re acknowledging that they think or feel in a particular way.  You’re freeing them of the need to defend, protect, and preserve themselves.  So instead of wasting their energy defending themselves, they’re able to focus on interacting with their own conscience and unleashing their growth potential.”

Virginia H. Pearce explains it this way: “My friends from India greet each other by bringing their hands together, bowing slightly, and saying the word, “Namaste.  It means, roughly translated, “I honor the Deity within you.”  That is precisely what we do when we open our hearts to another; we honor the fact that he or she, like us, is a child of the same loving Father, worthy of all respect and careful attention.”

Sister Pearce later explains why this unconditional love and acceptance is especially important within our wards and stakes.  She said,  “I believe that our ability to worship God, to reaffirm our covenants and receive the healing power of the Holy Ghost, to receive the instruction we need in order to make personal progress - all of these things are greatly affected by how secure and safe we feel in our Church environment during the three-hour block of time on Sundays.  If we have to spend our energy dealing with feelings that we are not accepted, being concerned about our appearance, or worrying that what we do or say will be judged harshly, in other words that the fellowship of our ward members is anything but “fixed, immovable, and unchangeable,” we certainly won’t be able to make the kind of progress we could make otherwise.

Vaughn J. Featherstone, a former member of the Quorum of the Seventy, shared the following story from his childhood that illustrates this point.

When I was about seven or eight years old, a friend of mine, Spike Herzog, said to me as I was coming home from school one day, “Why don’t you come to Primary with me?” And I said, “Thanks, Spike, I’d like to.”  So I went to Primary with him, and after I had been there a short time, a year or so, I remember noticing a little box the Primary leaders checked off to show whether you were baptized or not.  I hadn’t been baptized, and I was nine years old by this time. I didn’t know what baptism was, but I wanted that little box checked off.  So I asked if I could be baptized.  They said yes, and I was baptized.

During that time my dad was an alcoholic, and my mother wasn’t a member of the Church.  She has since joined and been through the temple, but then she wasn’t even a member of the Church.  I remember that on payday my mother would go over and stand against the mantle and look out the window up the street.  She’d look and wait for the bus to come by that would drop Father off. I remember seeing her stand there from 4:30 to 6:30, 9:30, and even 10:30 at night.  She never moved; she just stared out that window waiting for Dad to come.  No food in the house, nothing.  The family would gather together and say, “Let’s go to bed.  We can’t add one featherweight of burden to our mother’s heart.”  And so we’d go to bed hungry.

The next morning I would get up, and I couldn’t tell but that she had been up all night. Mother would come to me, hand me a list, and say, “Vaughn, would you take this up to the store?  Ask Mr. Parsons if we can charge these groceries, and tell him we don’t have any food.  Would you please do that?

I would look up at her, and I’d want to say, “Mother, why to I always have to go?  Can’t you ask one of the other kids?  Does it always have to be me?”  But when I looked into her face and saw the heavy heart she had, I’d say, “I’ll go.” So I’d take the list, and I’d go out and get our old red wagon with the tires worn off and the rims worn flat.  I would drag that wagon as slowly as a human being could possibly walk up the street.  I’d get to the store and go in and walk around the aisles trying to avoid Mr. Parsons, who by the way (I didn’t know at the time) was a high priest in our ward.  Finally I’d walk up to him and hand him the note, and he’d read it: “Dear Mr. Parsons, We don’t have any food in the house.  Would you mind charging fifty pounds of flour, a bucket of lard, some side pork, and a few other things?  We promise to pay back every penny when we get some money.  Thanks.  (Signed) Mrs. Featherstone.”

I’d see that great high priest and store owner look at the letter, then down at me, and tears would come to his eyes.  He’d go get a big grocery cart, and then he would push it around the store and fill it up with all those things.  He’d make out a charge slip and put it in the wagon, and I’d drag it home.  I did that more times than I can tell you – embarrassed, bitterly embarrassed, every single time.  I give the credit to my mother and older brothers in the family that we paid back every single penny that we ever borrowed from Mr. Parsons and from another grocer who gave us a charge account.

At about that same time we couldn’t afford much clothing either.  I had a pair of shoes that I’d wear to church.  They weren’t the best shoes.  They had holes in the bottom sole, so I’d cut out pieces of cardboard and slide them in as an insole.  When I went to church I would sit with both feet flat on the floor; I didn’t want to raise one leg and have someone see “Quaker Oats” across the bottom of my shoe.  I’d go off to church that way, and everything was fine until those shoes wore out.  Then I didn’t know what I would do.  I remember it was Saturday, and I thought, “I’ve got to go to church.  Over at church I am somebody.  They really care about me.”  I remember thinking that through, and I went to a little box of shoes some neighbors had given us.  I went through them, but I could find only one pair of shoes that would fit me.  They were a pair of nurses’ shoes.  I thought, “How can I wear those?  They’ll laugh me to scorn over at church.”  And so I decided I wouldn’t wear them, and I wouldn’t go to church.

I went through that night, and the next morning I knew I had to go!  I had to wear the nurses’ shoes.  There was a great attraction over at church.  I had to go.  I decided what to do.  I would run over there very early and sit down close to the front before anybody got there.  I thought, “I’ll put my feet back under the pew so no one can see them, and then I’ll wait till everyone leaves.  After they’re gone I’ll come running home half an hour later or something.”  That was my plan.  I dashed over to church half an hour early, and it worked.  Nobody was there.  I put my feet back under the bench.  Pretty soon everyone came in, and then all of a sudden someone announced: “We will now separate for classes.”  I had forgotten we had to go to class.  I was terrified!  The ushers came down the aisle, and as they got to our row, everybody got up and left.  But I just sat there.  I couldn’t move.  I knew I couldn’t move for fear someone would see my shoes.  The pressure was intense.  That whole meeting seemed to stop and wait until I moved, so I had to move.  I got up and followed the class downstairs.

I think I learned the greatest lesson I have ever learned in my life that day.  I went downstairs to class, and the teacher had us sit in a big half-circle.  Each of my shoes felt two feet in diameter.  I can’t tell you how embarrassed I was.  I watched, but do you know, not one of those eight-and nine-year-old children in that class laughed at me.  Not one of them looked at me.  No one pointed at my shoes.  My teacher didn’t look.  I was watching everyone to see if anyone was looking at me, and I didn’t hear a word of the lesson.  When it was finally over I dashed back home, went in the house, and thought to myself, “Thank goodness nobody saw them.”  How ridiculous!  Of course they saw those nurses’ shoes that I had to wear to church.  But they had the fine instinct not to laugh.  I guess the Lord knew that I had had all the pressure I could possibly take, that I couldn’t take one particle more of pressure.  

I think the first step in developing unconditional love for others is to realize that we’re all in the same boat.  Despite our differences, at our core we are all human beings struggling to get through life. We are all on the same path, just at different stages.   The following poem sums it up nicely:

Be:

Tender to the young

Compassionate to the old

Sympathetic to the strugglers

Tolerant to the wrong

For during your life you will be all of these

This lesson was brought home to me a few years ago during an extended hospitalization.  Although I was only in my thirties, I had developed pneumonia that quickly progressed to respiratory failure and required that I be in ICU on a ventilator.  I awoke from a coma somewhat paralyzed and had to spend time in rehab learning to walk again.  

While on rehab, I remember a particular day sitting in my wheelchair in the dining area listening to a musical Christmas program provided by a nearby church group.  It was one of the strangest feelings of my life.  When I was a young child, my siblings and I performed Christmas programs throughout the community.  I remember singing for elderly wheelchair-bound patients in nursing homes on numerous occasions.  This particular year, I found myself in the wheelchair and thought, “How in the heck did I get on this side of the equation? I’m supposed to be the one singing!” It was an eye-opening experience.

Another important element of developing charity is mourning with those that mourn and comforting those who stand in need of comfort.  I had the opportunity to serve as a missionary in Santiago, Chile and I will never forget one particular sacrament meeting I attended.  

My companion and I were being transferred from an area we had grown to love.  One of our favorite people in that ward was a teenage girl with Downs Syndrome named Claudia.  She had a tender heart of gold that overflowed with love.  As we stood to bear our testimonies that day, my companion and I were both quite emotional.  I went to the pulpit first and expressed my love for the people and for the gospel.  As the tears streamed down my face, I noticed Claudia in the congregation becoming quite concerned and restless. I could tell that she had noticed me crying and wondered why no one was helping me.  

After I returned to my seat, my companion went to the pulpit and began to share her tearful testimony.  At this point, Claudia couldn’t take it anymore, and literally ran out of the chapel.  We had no idea where she had gone.  However, a few minutes later she came running back into the chapel, down the aisle, and up to the stand with toilet paper trailing behind her.  She raced to the pulpit, handed my companion the roll of toilet paper and stood there with her arm around my companion until she finished her testimony.  Someone once said, “When others cry, you should be able to taste the salt in their tears.”  Claudia clearly did.

Sometimes we aren’t able to love as fully as we would like because of the preconceived notions we have about each other.  What if we were all blind?  Would it change our interaction with other people?  If we couldn’t see the tattoos, spiky hair, or immodest dress - would things be different?  And what about those who have hurt us?  Are they sometimes hard to love?  I am convinced that if we could read the secret history of our enemies we would find in each man’s life sorrow and suffering enough to disarm any hostility. (Henry Wadsworth)

The simple fact is - we need each other.  I remember a baptismal talk by Jeff Tingey I heard a few years ago. He talked about the redwood trees in California.  Some of them are so big, you can drive a car through them.  It takes about 100 steps to walk around the base of each tree.  In fact, you could build a house inside some of them.  People once found a redwood tree alone and dug it up to study it’s root structure.  They were surprised to find that the roots are very small.  How does it survive? Redwoods grow in groups.  Their small roots connect to the roots of other redwoods and they keep each other strong.  And so it is with us.  

What do we live for if it is not to make life less difficult for each other? (George Eliot) My prayer is that each of us will pray for charity – for the ability to love and accept others unconditionally. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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