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 was recently in the home of a friend and was introduced to Edith, a house guest from 
Germany.  Edith was a retired school teacher and spoke in a halting, broken English.  When 
my friend explained that I was from Birmingham, Alabama, I expected no flicker of 

recognition on Edith’s face.  But I was wrong.  Edith commented, “Yes, I have heard of 
Birmingham.  That is the place that had so many racial troubles.”   

I was quite shocked to learn that the name “Birmingham” was associated with racial unrest in a 
country as distant as Germany.   Further, I was frustrated that Edith would not be able to 
appreciate all the positive qualities of the present-day Birmingham because of the stigma of the 
past.  Negative impressions can be very durable. 

Sometimes negative impressions are inherited rather than earned.  Edith, herself, is saddled with 
her country’s legacy from earlier this century.  The reputation of a sorry, trouble-making student 
may well be hung upon a younger sibling simply by sharing the same last name. 

We might also create our own lasting negative impressions.  When strangers first meet they are 
highly attuned to various cues by which they tend to categorize each other.  It can be very 
difficult to overcome such negative first impressions.  One of our elders admonished the 
congregation recently on this very issue.  What kind of impression do we make upon first-time 
visitors to our assembly?  How might they characterize the Hueytown congregation in a later 
conversation with someone? 

Positive impressions, it seems, are more delicate.  One can ruin a good reputation by the slightest 
misstep.  “Dead flies putrefy the perfumer’s ointment, and cause it to give off a foul odor; so 
does a little folly to one respected for wisdom and honor” (Ecc 10:1).  Why is this?  Perhaps 
because people prefer to think the worst of others.  Virtue creates envy and suspicion among 
those not quite so virtuous. 

Given this tendency, we must try to get past our impressions of people and truly get to know 
them.  Maybe we have misjudged someone, attributing to them a characteristic they do not 
actually possess.  Perhaps they were burdened by pressures or problems we didn’t realize.  I 
believe that the better we know people, the easier it is to be patient and understanding with their 
mistakes.   

We also need to remember that others will not always be charitable in their assessment of us and 
we must take care how we reflect upon the Lord (I Pet 2:12). 
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