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KINDNESS

The king of Egypt was worried.  In northern Egypt there lived a group of people called the Israelites, and the Israelites were having a baby boom (sort of like we’re having in this church!), and the king of Egypt was worried that the Israelites might become too numerous in northern Egypt.  If Egypt were ever invaded from the land of Canaan—who knows—perhaps the Israelites would join the invaders and overrun the country.  So the king of Egypt enslaved the Israelite population and put them to hard labor, hoping to reduce their population.  But it didn’t work.  Even though they were enslaved and overworked, they continued having a population explosion and scaring the king of Egypt.  So the Pharaoh came up with the final solution:  Every boy baby born to the Israelites shall be thrown into the Nile River.  Shortly after this law was passed, an Israelite woman gave birth to a boy.  She didn’t want her baby killed, so she hid him—hid him for three months.  But there comes a point when you just can’t hide a baby any longer—they get too big and too noisy.  So she put her baby in a basket and made the basket waterproof.  And then she placed the basket in the reeds along the banks of the Nile River.  It was a desperate act.  Who knows what she could possibly be hoping would happen.  But she was going to do anything she could to delay the inevitable—the killing of her son.  As it happened, the daughter of the Pharaoh came down to the Nile to take a bath.  While bathing, she saw a basket off in the reeds.  She told her attendants to get it.  They brought it to her.  She opened it up, and there inside was a crying baby.  She knew right away that this must be one of those Israelite babies.  This baby must be here because some desperate mother is trying at all costs to hide her son.  She knows that her father, the absolute power in Egypt, a god according to the Egyptians, has commanded that every Israelite boy baby be killed.  But in that moment Pharaoh’s daughter breaks the law, defies the absolute command of her father, and takes the boy in her arms.

Now, this little boy has an older sister, and the older sister has been watching everything from a distance.  When the sister sees that Pharaoh’s daughter is not going to kill this baby—in fact, it looks like Pharaoh’s daughter wants this baby—the sister runs up and says, “Would you like me to find an Israelite woman who can nurse that baby for you?”  “Sure,” says Pharaoh’s daughter.  The sister runs off, gets her mother, the baby’s actual mother, and brings her to Pharaoh’s daughter.  Now, I don’t think Pharaoh’s daughter was stupid.  Surely she must have suspected that this woman, in all likelihood, is the baby’s actual mother—it’s just all been too convenient.  But Pharaoh’s daughter winks at this rouse.  She even pays the mother to nurse the baby for her.  And then when the baby was weaned, Pharaoh’s daughter took the boy as her own son, raising him in safety, raising him right there in Pharaoh’s court.

Why did she do this?  Why did she defy the law?  Why did she defy her father—a god?  Why did she do something that was a “threat to national security”—not in the interests of her own people?  The Bible says she did it because “she took pity on him.”  She pitied this baby.  In other words, she did it out of kindness.  And that single act of kindness changed the history of the world.

Kindness is the ground we must all stand on.  It is the most basic of all virtues.  The prophet Micah asks us, “What does the LORD require of us?  What does it all boil down to?”  And his answer is this:  Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.  Kindness is the fabric of life; it’s what we were all created to be:  kind.

The apostle Paul lifts up kindness as one of the most essential virtues for a Christian.  In Colossians 3:12 he says, “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and patience.”  In his letter to the Ephesians he tells them, “Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another.”  And in 1 Corinthians 13, when he’s defining love, he says, “Love is patient; love is kind.”

To tell you the truth, I don’t think kindness gets the respect it deserves.  I think it’s been confused with niceness.  Every child has been told by their parent, “Now, be nice!”  “If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.”  Now, there’s nothing wrong with niceness.  But it doesn’t have any muscle, it doesn’t have any thickness to it.  It’s merely pleasant:  “Have a nice day!”  It’s merely about being polite.  I have always considered niceness the most anemic of all virtues.  It’s pleasant and polite, but it’s shallow, and sometimes dishonest.

Not so with kindness!  Kindness is action.  Kindness builds people up.  Unlike loyalty, kindness takes positive action without being in any way obligated to do so.  Kindness is based on simple caring—seeing the needs of others and responding.  It’s good simply for the sake of being good.  Unlike niceness, kindness has the genuine ability to change the world.

Kindness comes in three varieties.  The first one is ordinary kindness.  One time a beggar came up to Jesus, knelt down on the ground, and said, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”  And Gospel of Mark tells us that Jesus was “moved with pity,” stretched out his hand to touch him and said, “I do choose.  Be made clean.”  Jesus was moved with pity.  He felt this man’s pain.  He wanted to stop that pain, so he healed him.  This was an act of ordinary kindness.  It was a miraculous healing—but it was motivated by ordinary kindness.

When I was a teenager, our youth group had a retreat at the church.  The leaders sent us out in pairs into the neighborhood on Friday afternoon and told us we could not come back to the church and have supper until we had done an act of kindness for someone we met.  It was quite an exercise.  Some of us offered to mow people’s lawns.  Some went up to the Dairy Queen and bought cones for strangers.  Everyone was able to find some kind act they could do.  And everyone came back to the church for supper.

Ordinary kindness is needed all the time.  This makes the virtue of kindness different from, say, courage.  We don’t need to be courageous every second of the day.  We need courage only in special crises.  But kindness is a virtue we need all the time.  Kindness does the “grunt work” of the virtues. When I lived in Honduras for three months I had beans and rice every single day.  That’s the staple food of Latin America.  That’s the food of daily survival.  Well kindness is the beans and rice of the virtues.  It’s the every day staple of life.

Look at all we do through ordinary kindness:  we host IHN twice a year, we help people move, we cook meals for those coming home from the hospital, we volunteer at Global Gifts and all sort of other charities throughout the city.  If there’s a natural disaster, we go out with MDS and clean up.  All of our service grows out of the soil of ordinary kindness.

Kindness is like dominoes:  one act of kindness causes another act of kindness which then causes this affect, which then influences something else.  It can go on and on.  Two years ago the movie, “Pay It Forward” suggested that the simplest way to make a positive change in society is the concept of “pay it forward.”  Do three acts of kindness.  Then tell the three different people, not to pay you back but to pay it forward—do three more acts of kindness for others.  The acts of kindness then move out like ripples on a pond, making life happier for more and more people.

Ordinary kindness gives life its beauty and warmth.  It makes everyday life worth living.  But it can’t do everything.  For instance, ordinary kindness probably will never change an unjust system into a just system, or overturn unjust laws.  Ordinary kindness would make slavery less difficult to live under, but it would not eliminate it.  To change the structures of the world you need another sort of kindness—you need subversive kindness.

A few years ago there was a man who became famous for putting money in overdue parking meters.  He’d just walk down the sidewalk and feed meters for people he didn’t know, saving them from getting parking tickets.  What a wonderful, kind act.  But, the police didn’t like it because then they couldn’t write as many parking tickets and the city couldn’t get that revenue.  So they took this guy to court and told him it was against the law to feed other people’s meters and they fined him!  This is an example of subversive kindness:  kindness that challenges and defies an unkind system.

Subversive kindness has the power to change history.  Look at Pharaoh’s daughter saving the life of baby Moses.  Through that one act of courage, defying her god-like father’s decree, she made possible a religious revolution.

Jesus was involved in subversive kindness all the time.  One time he went into a synagogue on the Sabbath to teach.  There in the synagogue was a man with a withered hand.  Jesus’ ordinary kindness motivated him to want to heal this man.  But it was the Sabbath, and it’s against the 10 Commandments to work on the Sabbath.  There’re some religious leaders there in the synagogue watching Jesus; they want to see if he’s going to violate the law against working on the Sabbath.  These leaders are just itching to get Jesus into trouble.  Jesus says to them, “If your sheep falls into a pit on the Sabbath, wouldn’t you pull it out?  And isn’t a human being more valuable than a sheep?  Then I’m telling you it’s lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  He then told the man to stretch out his hand, and Jesus healed him.  The religious leaders were furious.  Mark tells us they left the synagogue and began planning on how to destroy Jesus.  Jesus was ultimately executed because of subversive kindness.  In essence Jesus was saying:  There can be no law against kindness.  Kindness is the ultimate law.  If there is a law or a system that is compelling you to not do the kind thing, break it, do the kind thing.

Oscar Schindler, a German businessman and Nazi party member during World War II, spent his fortune and risked his life saving the lives of over a thousand Jews.  That was subversive kindness.  The world needs a lot more of it.

I love subversive kindness.  There’s nothing quite so satisfying as getting into trouble for doing what is good and kind.  That kind of trouble you should wear like a badge.

The Christian life thrives on ordinary kindness, subversive kindness, and one more sort of kindness:  radical kindness.  So far we’ve looked at people doing kind things for friends or people they don’t know or people in trouble.  But radical kindness is willing to risk one’s life doing good for those who hate you.  Again, Jesus gives us an example.  “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  While we were in rebellion against God, Christ died for us.  This is not just a unique self-giving act by God.  It’s an example for all of us.  Paul tells the Christians in Rome, echoing the teaching of Jesus, “Bless those who curse you . . . If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he’s thirsty, give him something to drink . . . Don’t be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

This is at the core of the Christian faith.  It’s at the core of the cross and the resurrection:  radical kindness ultimately overcomes all evil.  The radical kindness of the Lamb has triumphed.

What virtues will we live by?  We decide.  If TV shows and movies and video games are anything to go by, it looks as if Americans have decided that the most important virtues are “attitude,” “in-your-face toughness,” violence and revenge.  These are virtues which will destroy us.  The ancient Greeks chose another set of virtues:  prudence, fortitude, moderation, and justice.  These are good virtues, but they are restricted to the merely practical; they don’t have the spiritual strength to change the status-quo.  The biblical witness lifts up another set of virtues that help us transcend human evil:  faithfulness, generosity, humility, and kindness.  Kindness, especially in its radical form, is another word for love.  As Paul would say, of all the virtues, the greatest of these is love.  What virtues will we live by?  Is toughness more prized than tenderness?  Is strength more prized than cooperation?  Is cunning more prized than compassion?  We decide.

Teilhard de Chardin, the great Jesuit paleontologist, spent his life studying human evolution and wondering where is it all going.  He wrote these words:  “Someday, after we have mastered the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love.  Then for the second time in the history of the world, humanity will have discovered fire.”    

