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Mutual Knowledge

Albert Schweitzer
(1875 - 1965)

After all, is there not much more mystery in the relations of man to man than we
generally recognise? None of us can truly assert that he really knows someone else,
even if he has lived with him for years. Of that which constitutes our inner life we
can impart even to those most intimate with us only fragments; the whole of it we
cannot give, nor would they be able to comprehend it. We wander through life
together in a semi-darkness in which none of us can distinguish exactly the features
of his neighbour; only from time to time, through some experience that we have of
our companion, or through some remark that he passes he stands for a moment close
to us, as though illumined by a flash of lightning. Then we see him as he really is.
After that we again walk on together in the darkness, perhaps for a long time, and try
in vain to make out our fellow-traveller’s features.

To this fact, that we are each a secret to the other, we have to reconcile ourselves. To
know one another cannot mean to know everything about each other; it means to
feel mutual affection and confidence, and to believe in one another. A man must not
try to force his way into the personality of another. To analyse others—unless it be to
help back to a sound mind someone who is in spiritual or intellectual confusion—is a
rude commencement, for there is a modesty of the soul which we must recognise,
just as we do that of the body. The soul, too, has its clothing of which we must not
deprive it, and no one has a right to say to another: “Because we belong to each other
as we do, I have a right to know all your thoughts.” Not even a mother may treat her
child in that way. All demands of that sort are foolish and unwholesome. In this
matter giving is the only valuable process; it is only giving that stimulates. Impart as
much as you can of your spiritual being to those who are on the road with you, and
accept as something precious what comes back to you from them.



