
The Key to Caring: Unconditional Love 
With all the competing claims on our time and energy, how can we learn to care 
directly, personally, lovingly for the “walking wounded” around us? 
BY TED W.  ENGSTROM,  WITH RON WILSON 

On several occasions when my work has taken me to Calcutta, I've noticed a quiet anxiety beginning to build inside 
me. I know what I'll find. Calcutta is no place for the tender hearted. A half million homeless people live on the 
streets. Beggars thrust their dirt-caked hands through the car windows as it stops in the heavy traffic. A stomach-
turning stench carries across the city, filtering through windows and walls. Stark human misery confronts one at 
every turn. 
In such a setting I have no need to work up a feeling of compassion. I wear it uncomfortably on my sleeve. The 
coldest heart would break in the face of such suffering. The obvious heartaches and the apparent hopelessness 
evoke strong emotions and trigger a deep desire to comfort and heal. 
Back home, ten thousand miles away, I see that hurting world in my mind's eye, and my resolve to help continues, 
only slightly abated. But now I must carry out a few more mundane tasks. My car needs attention at the garage. I 
have a breakfast meeting with an old friend and business colleague. I also have a mountain of material for my 
overworked secretary, and my son and his family are coming to dinner. 
I wonder how aware I am of the needs of these people at home. Their concerns don't appear so obvious on the 
surface. I can 't tell what deep longings they have by the car they drive or the way they part their hair. Have I stopped 
to learn that the mechanic, a new Christian, is getting flak from his friends? Have I been moved to minister to my 
colleague whose marriage is in trouble? Do I know what bugs my secretary or worries my son? 
I want to learn to love these people in a way that enables me to encourage them. I want to help them to cope, to 
overcome, to grow in the likeness of Jesus. I want to be sensitive to them, not just in the roles that have fallen to 
them, but as those whom God loves and for whom He died. 

Probably you’ve met one of those people who always seem to see inside you. They have a way of turning the world 
toward you and making you feel important or just a little better. I've had such a man in my life now for more than 
thirty years. He cuts right to the core. In love he'll tell me when I've blotted my copy book. But I can also count on 
him to encourage me, lift me up, and gently touch the place that hurts. He practices a healing art, and I want to find 
the key to this kind of a caring life. 

LOVING OTHERS AS YOURSELF 

It may sound contradictory at first, but loving others begins with respecting ourselves. In recent years psychologists 
have written volumes on the need for a healthy self-image. That's probably a good thing. Low self-respect may lead 
to depression, shyness, excess drinking, drugs, and many other forms of destructive behavior, including the ultimate 
form, suicide. 
A healthy self image means feeling comfortable with ourselves, accepting ourselves, knowing who we are. “Having a 
healthy estimate of ourselves” is really a good paraphrase of that part of Romans 12:3 which tells us “Do not think of 
yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment….” 
When we have a good sense of who we are and accept ourselves, it frees us to thin k about others. We don't have to 
prove ourselves. We don 't have to compete and win to reinforce our feelings of self-worth. We don’t need to play 
that old game of one-upmanship. We're free to focus on the person closest to us and try to bring him closer to the 
Lord. 
Actually, God began this process by loving us - “We love because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19). And if I’m ever 
inclined to doubt that, I have only to turn to one of the most quoted of all Scripture passage, John 3:16, and see the 
extent to which the Lord loves me. 
The steps toward loving others, then, go like this: 
1) God loves me, therefore 
2) I respect myself, therefore 
3) I can forget about proving my own worth and focus on loving others. 
Suddenly, this brings a new meaning to the admonition to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). In what 
appears to us now as quaint but appointed language, Jonathan Edwards, the 18th Century divine, called this kind of 
love for our neighbors, “Christian charity,” and described it in this way:  



“…for love is not of such a nature as confines the heart to self, but leads it forth to others as well as self, and in like 
manner as to self. It disposes us to look upon our neighbors as . . . one with ourselves; and not only to consider our 
own circumstances and interests, but to consider the wants of our neighbors as our own . . . and to do to them as we 
would have them do to us.” 

LOVE ISN’T SELFISH 

For many years we used the word “charity” to describe this kind of love. The King James version uses the word in 1 
Cor 13: “Though I speak with the tongues of men and angels, and have not charity, I am becoming as sounding 
brass, or a tinkling cymbal.” Now I know that our language lives, and that means it will change. But I’m sorry to see 
this word reduced to use by little more than the Internal Revenue Service. The organization which I lead, World 
Vision, for example, is classified as a charitable organization. If you send a gift to World Vision, you can deduct a 
value from your adjusted gross income. You get a tax break because you gave something to charity. 
Unfortunately, that’s the exact opposite of the meaning the word has held for me. I’ve always thought of charity as 
unconditional love, love that “is not seeking” (1 Cor. 13:5), doesn’t expect anything in return.  
That’s the type of love I'm talking about developing, only I know it’s easier to talk about it than to do it. For one thing 
our motivations are not only extremely complex, but our hearts deceive us. Behavior that we’l like to think is 
prompted by selfless love may, indeed, be designed to get something ourselves. 
Paul had this in mind when he told the Philippians, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vein conceit, but in humility 
consider others better than yourselves” (Phil 2:3). The goal of our love should be simply to minister to someone. The 
purpose of our caring should be nothing more than seeing something positive happen in that person’s life.  
This means, of course, that very often we have to put aside our own needs and concentrate on the needs of others. 
We'll still want someone to meet our needs, and we can't completely ignore them. We can't convince ourselves that 
we don't have what we really have. That's decidedly unhealthy. We can, of course, ask the Lord for someone to meet 
our needs. Meanwhile, however, we have to make up our minds that to live the caring life, our particular hurts and 
longings will have to wait a little longer. 

OBSTACLES TO LOVE 

What is it then that has kept us from acquiring this kind of sensitivity and responding positively to it? In the last few 
years Christians have certainly become much more sensitive to social issues - nuclear war, race, pollution, abortion, 
the poor. And it’s about time. Rightly or wrongly we had developed a bit of a reputation for building holy stockades 
and pushing our tracts out through the knotholes. Or we built gospel blimps, as author Joe Bayly put it, and 
bombarded the secular city with homilies from heaven. 
Now, however, we’ve become adept at organizing, lobbying, propagandizing, and making our collective wills known 
on the grand issues. We’ve acquired more expertise in mass persuasion than in individual impact. Why? Perhaps 
because it’s easier to carry a placard to city hall than a casserole next door. It’s less threatening to urge a faraway 
tyrant to release his people than to invite a friend to unburden his soul. The former can act as a convenient excuse to 
neglect the latter. The truly caring person begins with those he an eyeball and then extends his influence as far as his 
gifts and resources will allow. 
We've also let a number of otherwise good works substitute for taking time to encourage and care for those close by. 
Check your church bulletin for a list of activities, or check your engagement calendar for a free hour, and you'll see 
what I mean. Covenant groups, board meetings, church suppers, training classes, missionary conventions, baseball 
practice, choir rehearsal, clean-up day, ad infinitum! We can recite the creed, chant the anthem, play church, and 
burn out for Jesus, but never penetrate the protective armor of our friends and neighbors and apply a little balm to 
their wounds. 

CHANGE YOUR THINKING TO CHANGE YOUR ACTIONS 

Having said all this, I don't believe that you or I will suddenly turn about face and practice a kind of loving, caring 
behavior we haven't practiced before. Turning on the light by itself doesn’t get a sleepyhead out of bed. It will take 
time pushing and prodding and a determined effort to make it happen. We 'll have to go after it, develop new habits, 
build new muscles. We’ll have to approach improvement in this matter of caring the way we work on our backswing . 
I've found, for example, that the simple act of touching not only conveys a deep dimension of feeling, but it frees me 
to forget myself and attend to the person beside me. An arm around the shoulder or an extra warm handshake or 
even an embrace is redemptive both to the one to whom I offer it and to me. 
But until about ten years ago, I carefully avoided that kind of contact. Once I learned the benefits and became con-
vinced of the value, I had to practice it. I worked at it purposefully until it happened spontaneously. 



In his book Encouragement-the Key to Caring, Lawrence Crabb tells how he made some changes in his life, 
beginning at home. "When the idea first became clear to me that every word I utter should be governed by the 
motivation of ministry, I struggled to build a new mental tape library. When I arrived home from work every evening, I 
remained in my car a few minutes and repeated to myself, 'My goal as I walk through the front door is to minister to 
my family. I sure hope I'm greeted by a happy wife, delightful kids, and a working refrigerator, but no matter what I 
discover inside, my purpose is to minister in love to my family."' 
The business of playing a tape in the mind is a current favorite of professionals who work in the field of changing 
behavior. The idea is that an endless loop of thoughts runs constantly in our minds. Like music, the volume is so low 
we hardly hear it , and like the wallpaper, we pay little attention to it, but still we think-on and on and on. 
We can, however, deliberately insert messages that reinforce the kind of behavior we want, like this message: "Who 
are you, really? What makes you run? Where do you hurt? What brings you joy? Do you know the love of Jesus?" 
When we let this play softly in the recesses of our minds and reverberate in our hearts, we'll begin to respond to the 
music. 

YOU GROW AS YOU SERVE 

This single mindedness, that is, the determination to minister in love to anyone who enters our workaday world, 
produces an unexpected byproduct. Throughout the New Testament, we find a principle of gain through loss, of life 
through death. "In seeking the glory of God and the good of your fellow-creatures, " Jonathan Edwards put it, "you 
take the surest way to have God seek your interests, and promote your welfare." 
"I tell you the truth." Jesus said, "unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. 
But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this 
world will keep it for eternal life" (J n. 12:24.25). 
The caring soul can't lose. Make your priority other people’s and you'll add a foot to your own spiritual stature. Learn 
to feel the throb of another's heart and your own will beat stronger. Lose your life in the lives of the needy for Jesus' 
sake and you'll find it. Leave your self interests and personal preoccupations behind and see what wonderful things 
God has in store for you. 
For many years I had the privilege of working closely with Dr. Bob Pierce, founder of World Vision. Bob believed that 
God had called him to remote places in the world, and he literally gave away everything he had as he saw the need 
around him. I believe Bob would have done the same if God had called him to pastor a church in New York City or 
grow corn in Iowa. Somehow this man got right to the core of a person's need and then did something about it. The 
prayer of his life, written in the flyleaf of his dilapidated old Bible, is the prayer for all of us who want to unleash a 
little love in our own world: "Let my heart be broken with the things that break the heart of God." So be it! 

ARE YOU FEEDING CHRIST’S SHEEP? 

“When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than 
these?’ 
“‘Yes, Lord,’ he said, ‘you know that I love you.’ 
“Jesus said, ‘Feed my lambs.’ 
“Again Jesus said, Simon son of John, do you truly love me?’ 
“He answered, ‘Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.’ 
“Jesus said, ‘Take care of my sheep.’ 
“The third time he said to him, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ 
“Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him a third time, ‘Do you love me?’ He said, ‘Lord, you know all things; you 
know that I love you. 
“Jesus said, ‘Feed my sheep.’”  
(John 21:15-17) 
What are you doing to feed Jesus’ sheep? 
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