
A favorite observation from a teaching colleague years ago rings perennially true.  The colleague 
was a recent college graduate in her first teaching job.  After a particularly difficult day, she 
noted, “The more I realize how much I don’t know, I’m teaching students who think that they 
know everything.”  Ah, the pause that comes with age, as well as the boldness of youth.  They 
are poles on the continuum that we move along throughout life.  At times, reserving the right to 
reserve, while at other times stepping out as if we knew everything.   
 
What is so interesting about the latter position, is that it often surfaces when we find ourselves in 
a place of vulnerability or fear.  Why is it that I feel the need to be so right?  More often—and to 
the point—why do I feel the need to make another person feel wrong or prove they are wrong or 
show them the limits of their argument?  Such a response rarely emerges from a place of stability 
and serenity.  It’s not that we shouldn’t have passion and strong opinions.  Rather, it seems that 
too often when we are unsure, we respond with certitude.  Well, certitude often laced with a self-
righteousness that limits any further conversation or understanding.   
 
The uncertainty and the myriad twists of this political season have offered more than their share 
of uncivil and abysmal speech, rhetoric, and actions.  At a time when we need more 
understanding, we are met with those who believe that they have the answer, regardless of which 
side you are on.  And it is no coincidence that bubbling so close to the surface are all those 
factors that strike fear within our being:  unemployment, wage inequities, health concerns, 
uncertainty regarding the future, and a chipping away at the very institutions and structures that 
create the foundational meaning that is fundamental to life and life together.   
 
It would be easy to say that we should step away from the craziness and reenter the public square 
from perspectives that are rational and less fraught with emotion.  And this is true.  However, the 
call for more civility and understanding in our public discourse is, in part, driven by what I see in 
schools.  Yes, teenagers are often, like my friend noted, those who think that they know 
everything.  Still, they are influenced by the world around them and they model what they see.  It 
is not surprising that we see daily in news reports high schools struggling with issues of racism, 
sexism, homophobia, and intolerance towards transgender and others because we, as a country, 
are still struggling with these issues.  Yet, the more that we fail to allow for meaningful dialogue 
across disagreements, the more we breed cultures that fail to see the need for such engagement in 
the first place.   
 
I have purposefully stayed away from offering a solution or a declaration of what is the right 
path.  I believe that in a country of our size and diversity there are many paths.  What I do know 
is that we need to work to understand each other, and, at the very minimum, we need to work to 
see the spark of the Holy that occupies the being of the other with whom we disagree.  This does 
not mean that all our problems are solved, and it often means that we are left less than satisfied. 
Still, I trust that more than being right, the ability to love and recognize the sacrality of the other 
is the very thing that will save us from ourselves.  In this season, and in all seasons, may we 
continue to grow more fully into the recognition of what we do not know, the import of the other, 
and the courage not to be driven by fear. 


