Loving the Unlovely

By Gael McInnes
Are you repulsed by those people who seem undesirable, different, difficult, mean, argumentative, opinionated, and who use coarse language? These are people a modern writer calls ‘Sandpaper’ people.1
In an old Peanuts cartoon, Charlie Brown says, “I love mankind, it’s just people I can’t stand!” It’s often said if there were fewer people in the world, there would definitely be fewer problems. Or would there? Let’s be honest!

We all know people who are more difficult to get along with than others, and people we would rather avoid, and sometimes we are one of them! We have to communicate with people every day, be it with those at home, our neighbours, at work, at play, on the bus, train, plane, in church, school, university, or just out shopping.

Parents of teenagers will tell you that their offspring just mumble their way through life. The commuter who wants to have a chat will tell you that nobody wants to talk – they are all wired up to their latest gadget to escape any conversation.

Have you ever noticed how some people communicate and others avoid communicating? The person who just ‘flashes’ their bus pass at the driver, without acknowledging him or her, or the shopper who just places items on the counter, oblivious to the cheery ‘Hello” from the operator, while at the same time checking a mobile phone. Perhaps desperate that someone is trying to make contact! 

Then there are the outspoken, ever-chattering, abusive types of people where nothing is right, especially when it comes to ‘their rights’. One of the most annoying types of people can be the ‘know-it-all’, a person who has a dogmatic opinion about everything, is closed to anything new, resents discipline and refuses to look at a situation in a different light.

Abrasive People

It’s the ‘abrasive’ type of person that was a challenge to me during my nursing career. I term this person as the one who is rude and unpleasant in manner – they have an instant dislike for you and it doesn’t matter how you approach them, nothing will be right! Getting along with such people has required me to look at them from all angles. 

This type of person needs someone who will look beyond their behaviour and recognize their worth. Often undesirable attitudes and behaviours have become part of their persona, as a result of exposure to such behaviours from others, over a long period of time. The child who has never been told they are loved or hugged, is continually being put down, told they are no good, will never amount to anything and so forth. They grow up with little self-worth, an unhealthy self image and scant belief in themselves or their abilities. Often a false identity has been established. As a result they live lives having no real concept of who they really are, or what they can become.

As a Christian, I have tried over the years to make a deliberate choice to see these abrasive people as God sees them. He is a God of love, and he wants us to love others as he loves us. We can’t base love on feelings, but on God’s love released by the choices we make. After all, God created them too and they are worthy of being loved.2 It takes time and effort, because abrasive people are always suspicious of those who care about them, or take an interest in them. After all no one else has, so why you? “What do you want from me?” they often ask.

Our ability to succeed in life comes down to a matter of choice; how we react to what has been done to us in the past, or is being done to us right now. And for those of us who have been blessed to have come this far without many problems, we have a choice to make too.  

I have a philosophy that every day I am going to look for something good in everybody I meet. Try it, and you’ll surprise yourself, because it is an attitude you can adopt.3 

You can choose to make an effort to get along with abrasive people, or to walk away. You won’t succeed in all cases and you will never be able to ‘peel off all the layers’, (like an onion skin), but you might make a start. You’ll be ‘stung’ along the way, but at the ‘core’ of this person is a soul crying out to be loved, to be accepted, and be given a chance.

A hospital visit

Go to any emergency department in a public hospital, on a Friday or Saturday night, and you’ll witness nursing and medical staff being verbally, and often physically abused by wounded, drunken people, who pound them with every obscenity known! I know, I’ve been on the receiving end, and often had to call in the Police. This type of person has reviled me over the years. It’s times like these that I have had great difficulty in accepting these people as fellow children of God.

I recall an incident I had with an elderly patient who complained about everything, and it seemed impossible to please her. She wasn’t into talking, and I often wondered what life had dealt her. It could have just been a feeling of inadequacy, because of her illness and old age. I was settling her for the night, when she told me to “bugger off!” 

“Why waste your time on me?,” she snarled. I racked my brain to find a breakthrough in this situation, when I suggested that she might enjoy a back massage. I knew this was a ’long shot’ as it would be ‘up close and personal’!

She was sitting on the edge of the bed with her legs dangling over the side – her back towards me – perhaps avoiding any eye contact. At first she said no. I said I found it soothing and relaxing when I was uptight. She consented, although I sensed grudgingly, so I knelt on the bed behind her and started to massage her shoulders. 

They were tight, so I proceeded gently, and she began to dissolve like putty in my hands. As I proceeded down her spine she began to cry, and said nobody had ever done that before. We both cried and hugged each other. We didn’t need to talk. She slept well that night. This lady was crying out for someone to love her, to accept her as she was, and I was thankful that I persisted. 

Have you come into contact with people like this? Our communities are full of them. We make choices every day as to what we think or are going to do in various situations. Attitude is everything – see box on page 14. 

It takes a deliberate choice on our part to walk alongside others that are different to us. You don’t have to pry into their lives. Just listen to them if they talk, and offer encouragement. Abrasive people desperately need someone who will look beyond their abrasiveness to recognise their worth. We all have worth. We just have to ‘dig’ for it in some people. We have to make a choice.

Are you prepared to step out and choose to love the unlovely? I hope you make the right choice. You might even make a friend for life.
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Attitude is Everything

Jerry was the kind of guy you love to hate. He was always in a good mood and always had something positive to say. When someone would ask him how he was doing, he would reply, “If I were any better, I would be twins!” He was a unique manager because he had several waiters who had followed him around from restaurant to restaurant.

The reason the waiters followed Jerry was because of his attitude. He was a natural motivator. If an employee was having a bad day, Jerry was there telling the employee how to look on the positive side of the situation. Seeing this style really made me curious, so one day I went up to Jerry and asked him, “I don’t get it! You can’t be a positive person all of the time. How do you do it?”

Jerry replied, “Each morning I wake up and say to myself, Jerry, you have two choices today. You can choose to be in a good mood, or you can choose to be in a bad mood. I choose a good mood. Each time something happens, I can choose to be the victim or I can choose to learn from it. I choose to learn from it. Every time someone comes to me complaining, I can choose to accept their complaining or I can point out the positive side of life. I choose the positive side of life.”

“Yeah, right, it’s not that easy,” I protested.

“Yes it is,“ Jerry said. “Life is all about choices. When you cut away all the junk, every situation is a choice. You choose how you react to situations. You choose how people will affect your mood. You choose to be in a good mood or a bad mood. The bottom line: It’s your choice how you live life.” 

I reflected on what Jerry said. Soon thereafter, I left the restaurant industry to start my own business. We lost touch, but I often thought about him when I made a choice about life instead of reacting to it.

Several years later, I heard that Jerry did something you are never supposed to do in the restaurant business. He left the back door open one morning and was held up at gunpoint by three armed robbers. While trying to open the safe, his hand, shaking from nervousness, slipped off the combination. The robbers panicked and shot him. Luckily, Jerry was found relatively quickly and rushed to the local trauma centre.

After 18 hours of surgery and weeks of intensive care, Jerry was released from hospital with fragments of bullets still in his body. I saw Jerry about six months after the accident. When I asked him how he was, he replied, “If I were any better, I’d be twins. Wanna see my scars?”

I declined to see his wounds, but did ask him what had gone through his mind as the robbery took place. “The first thing that went through my mind was that I should have locked the back door,” Jerry replied. “Then, as I lay on the floor, I remembered that I had two choices: I could choose to live, or I could choose to die. I chose to live.”

“Weren’t you scared? Did you lose consciousness?,” I asked. Jerry continued, “The paramedics were great. They kept telling me I was going to be fine. But when they wheeled me into the ER and I saw the expressions on the faces of the doctors and nurses, I got really scared. In their eyes, I read ‘he’s a dead man’. I knew I needed to take action.

“What did you do?,” I asked.

“Well, there was a big burly nurse shouting questions at me,” said Jerry. “She asked if I was allergic to anything.

“Yes!” I replied. The doctors and nurses stopped working as they waited for my reply.

I took a deep breath and yelled, “Bullets!”

Over their laughter, I told them, “I am choosing to live. Operate on me as if I am alive, not dead.”

Jerry lived, thanks to the skill of the doctors, but also because of his amazing attitude. I learned from him that every day we have the choice to live fully. Attitude, after all, is everything.    
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