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Last time we talked, we 
looked at the German 
word Fingerspitzengefühl, 

a combination of “fi ngertip” 
and “sense” or “feeling,” which 
connotes a kind of sixth-sense 
awareness of the right move in a 
diffi cult situation. 

What about the notion that if a 
language has a word for a partic-
ular idea, users of that language have a 
kind of exclusive or privileged access to 
that concept? This is a widespread belief: 
Languages can contain untranslatable 
words and if you don’t know the lan-
guage, you’re barred from that experi-
ence. This is not true.

There’s defi nitely something fasci-
nating about supposedly untranslatable 
words. I own several enjoyable books 
about such words.   But not knowing the 
word Fingerspitzengefühl doesn’t mean 
that you can’t grok the idea of the subtle 
skills it refers to. And just because you 
don’t speak Danish doesn’t mean that 

you can’t experience the partic-
ular sense of coziness that the 
famous hygge denotes.

It is true that cultures develop 
worldviews, ways of perceiving 
and thinking about the world, 
that are often refl ected in their 
vocabulary. It takes effort to put 
oneself in their intellectual and 
emotional shoes. But it’s pos-

sible. You can acquire a sense of hygge
as a speaker of English, even if it takes 
reading a magazine article or a book. 
People recognize feelings such as hygge
as part of human experience. We are not 
total strangers to each other.

There are aspects of our reality that 
are still waiting for words. Douglas Ad-
ams (of “Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Gal-
axy” fame) and John Lloyd once wrote 
a delightful little book, “The Meaning of 
Liff.” The premise was to put “useless” 
place names,  from Wales and other plac-
es, to work by assigning them concepts 
for which hitherto we have not had a 

word. One of my favorite entries:
“CORRIEARKLET (n.)   The moment 

at which two people approaching from 
opposite ends of a long passageway, 
recognise each other and immediately 
pretend they haven’t. This is to avoid the 
ghastly embarrassment of having to con-
tinue recognising each other the whole 
length of the corridor.” 

If like me, you work at a place with 
long corridors (one of ours at MIT is ac-
tually called “The Infi nite Corridor”), you 
know this phenomenon well and now 
you have a word for it. 

For additional concepts that may 
deserve a word, pay attention to the in-
ternet meme TFW (“that feeling when”), 
which consists of succinct descriptions of 
all-too-recognizable situations. TFW the 
word count has been reached.

 Guest columnist Kai von Fintel is a pro-
fessor of linguistics at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. Melissa Mohr is 
on sabbatical.

I had to go past a group of protesters 
on my way home. They were protest-
ing an issue I felt strongly about. I 

started to pray. My prayer was to reach a 
higher, spiritual understanding of those 
involved – to drop negativity and see 
healing possibilities to be and do good.

It came to me to talk with one of the 
leaders of the protest. This started a most 
interesting conversation. I shared with 
him some exchanges 
I’d had with a member 
of their group that I’d 
found helpful. Sur-
prised, the leader shared what he under-
stood of the opposing side. We were able 
to fi nd not only common ground but also  
higher ground; we were both striving for 
greater dignity and care for all people.

I realized that a willingness to see the 
nobility and goodness of others opens the 
door for them to see that same thing in 
you. Daryl Davis, a Black blues musician 
who reaches out to befriend members 
of hate groups such as the Ku Klux Klan 
through thoughtful discussions that 
change hearts, said in an interview with 
NPR, “If you spend fi ve minutes with 

your worst enemy ... you will fi nd that 
you both have something in common. ... 
I didn’t convert anybody. They saw the 
light and converted themselves.”

Finding common ground is one thing, 
but fi nding one another on higher ground 
sustains reform and makes practical a 
more buoyant and spiritual peace. More 
than being against something, we can 
fi nd unity in the spiritual fact that we are 

all innately for some-
thing: the goodness 
and light that come 
from God, the Love and 

Life that created and sustains us all.
This divine light is universal. And 

there’s a biblical basis for seeing ourselves 
and others as expressions of God’s light. 
The book of  First John   says, “God is light, 
and in him is no darkness at all” (1:5). 
Since we are   children of God, our whole 
being and identity are full of light – we all 
refl ect that same light, in unique ways. 
Ephesians explains, “Now are ye light in 
the Lord: walk as children of light” (5:8).

There is healing power in the light 
of divine Love. Mary Baker Eddy, the 
discoverer of Christian Science, writes,  

“Love giveth to the least spiritual idea 
might, immortality, and goodness, which 
shine through all as the blossom shines 
through the bud” (“Science and Health 
with Key to the Scriptures,” p. 518). 
Starting from this idea is like a spark that 
can open the door for more good.

Seeing others as children of divine 
light – especially those who oppose our 
views – may be a struggle. But an expec-
tation of bearing witness to the spiritual 
good in others means being willing to 
surrender human agendas in favor of the 
divine view; to see this divine light and 
infl uence present everywhere; and to let 
that goodness, rather than anger, impel 
how we interact with others.

On a deeply spiritual basis, we are 
all connected to divine Love and to one 
another. Divine Love is refl ected in our 
love for one another. Because this is true 
for everyone, our approach to conversa-
tions can start with a confi dent sense of 
everyone’s value, and a humble desire to 
learn and grow together. And we’ll fi nd 
with growing consistency that the ways 
to bridge any divide are at hand.

– Kim Crooks Korinek
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