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This morning, we are continuing our sermon series on the fruits of the Spirit which St. Paul enumerates in his epistle to the Galatians.  We’ve already looked at love, joy, peace, patience and this morning we concentrate on the theme of “kindness.”  As I began this sermon, I sat down and thought long and hard about this subject.  My first thought was, “I’m going to talk about THIS, about KINDNESS!  I’ve got a doctorate in philosophy- I do GREAT and NOBLE themes, themes like sacrificial love on the order that Christ demonstrated by going to that cross.  Kindness seems small and minor in comparison.  I’m interested in challenging those sinful structures within our society that have perpetrated the huge gulf between rich and poor in this country and which continue to foster racism, sexism, and any other kind of “ism.”  I preach themes about radical obedience like the kind that Bonhoeffer and Gandhi and Martin Luther King practiced- but KINDNESS!  It can often come across as soft and sentimental and mushy- a subject reserved for Boy Scouts who help little old ladies across the street and espouse the need to be brave, thrifty, clean, reverent, and kind.  Even Tom Long, former Professor of Preaching and Worship at Princeton Theological Seminary, seemed to sense this when he said in a sermon, “There can be something sticky and namby-pamby about compassion and kindness.”

Well, the reality is that there are very few hallmarks of the Christian life more CENTRAL than “kindness.”  This is a theme St. Paul urges again and again such as when he instructs the Colossians: “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and patience.”  It is SO important that he begins his great “love chapter”–1st Corinthians 13–by describing Christian love with the words, “Love is patient, love is kind.”  He understands that if kindness is absent from our life, then there is no love in it and certainly our heart is not Christ’s home.  You can be joyless as many Christians are, and you can even be impatient as I often am with myself and still be called a “Christian.”  But if you are cold and unkind, if you lack compassion for even the “least of these my brethren” as Jesus said, then it becomes obvious that the Holy Spirit has not begun his good work in you and you are still a stranger to the kingdom of God.  

Kindness was central to Christ and his ministry and he underscored its importance in parables like the Good Samaritan, the story of a man who out of great cost to himself went to extreme measures to help a stranger who had been beaten and left for dead on the road.  The truly kind person is thus one who won’t not flinch at the cost of extending kindness.  He forgets his own personal preferences to offer help and healing to another.  At the price of inconvenience, labor, and personal cost he goes out quietly and without fanfare to bring assistance to another.  Sensitive to the sorrow and suffering of a struggling society, he undertakes to do what he can to alleviate its suffering.  He tries to make the world a better and brighter place for those enmeshed in pain and pathos.  THAT’S what real kindness does.  It was from a heart full of such kindness that Jesus constantly welcomed the poor, healed the sick, and fed the hungry.  As the scriptures tell us again and again, “he had great compassion upon them.”  Hence, if we are TRULY Christian, if we are in any real sense of the word deserving of the label “little Christs,” then we have to imitate him and demonstrate a SIMILAR caringness in all WE say and do.

As I’ve thought about this subject, I’ve come to realize that there are few things MORE radical than evidencing something so simple as kindness towards others, especially to those less fortunate than oneself.  You see, kindness does not come naturally to any of us, that is, kindness when it is extended to those who are different or strangers to us.  After all, Jesus said it was easy to be kind and generous towards your family and friends because you knew they are going to return the favor.  But REAL kindness is shown when we extend ourselves towards another out of a genuine sense of compassion and with no expectation of reward or of that person returning the favor.  Only THEN can it be called TRUE care and kindness.

Kindness of an essential quality of God.  His very nature is compassionate and forgiving even when we do not deserve forgiveness.  Unfortunately, our lives are marked by so much selfishness; we enter this world predisposed to be unkind.  We want our own way at other people’s expense and we want it now.  Our own personal happiness becomes the great end towards which each of us aspires and we don’t mind having to ignore or inconvenience others so long as our own needs are met first.  But then, if kindness is not natural to our own natures, how then do we begin to cultivate it so that it is?

Several weeks ago, Newsweek magazine reviewed a new book entitled What the Nose Knows by Avery Gilbert.  Gilbert argues that our sense of smell is far too much underappreciated, that it is not only responsible for our ability to taste things but it profoundly influences our behavior.  He says that agreeable scents can summon the better angels of our nature and make us much more kindly.  When tests were performed on people in such fragrant locations as Cinnabon and the Coffee Beanery, they found these test subjects were significantly more likely to help a stranger who “accidentally” dropped a pen or asked for change.  And by putting us in a good mood, scents can encourage us to buy.  That’s why the Hershey’s store in New York’s Times Square pumps chocolate fragrance into the air and a Massachusetts furniture store wafts essence of bubble gum through the children’s department. 
The Bible, however, offers us quite another explanation.  It teaches us that kindness as a virtue and attribute of our lives would never be possible were it not first a gift from God.  When the scriptures uses the word kindness, it means looking at other people in the light of what God has already done for us.  Because we have been adopted by God as his children and he promises that nothing will ever separate us from his presence or his love, we are commanded to love others and express towards them a similar kindness even as we ourselves have been shown such love and kindness.  As Jesus said, “Because freely you have received, therefore freely give.”  To underscore this fact, he told to his disciples the story about a steward who was forgiven a great amount of money by his master.  But when he in turn is owed a SMALL amount by someone else, the one who had been forgiven much beats him mercilessly and imperiously demands his pound of flesh.  When the master learns of his lack of charity in spite of having been forgiven much himself, he becomes outraged and has the steward thrown into jail.

The fact is that we HAVE been given much and therefore there is much OWED by us- to God and to others.  As we reflect on that and begin to truly believe it, then it engenders within us a sense of gratitude, an attitude of thankfulness.  It tenderizes the heart and makes us glad and grateful in all our ways and for all things.  We find ourselves capable of opening our heart and extending genuine kindness to not just friends and family members, that is, to persons we feel obligated to help or whom we expect help from in return, but to ANYONE we meet whose need is real and deep.  

The popular Christian author W. Phillip Keller, whose devotional writings include A Layman Looks at the Twenty-Third Psalm, looks to the kindness of God as the ultimate root and motivation for the development of care and kindness in our own lives.  Says Keller:

It is the kindness of God, expressing Christ and revealed to us by His Spirit that supplies my salvation.  His kindness makes provision for my pardon from sins and selfishness at the cost of His own laid down life.  It is His kindness that forgives my faults and accepts me into His family as His dearly beloved child.  His kindness enables me to stand acquitted of my wrongdoing, justified freely in His presence.  God’s kindness removes my guilt and I am at one with Hm and others in peace.  It is the kindness of God that enables Him to share Himself with me in the inner sanctuary of my spirit, soul and body.  His kindness enables me to be re-made, refashioned, re-formed gently into His likeness.  His kindness gives enormous meaning and dignity to this life and endless delight in the life yet to come.  

It is the constant, enduring, unchanging kindness of God that gives me every reason to rejoice and revel in life...all of life...this one and the next...

It is the kindness of God that enriches and energizes me not only spiritually but also morally and physically.  I am surrounded on every side by the full-orbed environment of His overwhelming kindness.  It comes flowing to me in a thousand forms from the fountainhead of His own love.  All that I have and experience is an expression of His kindness.


I want to close by leaving you with five essential keys to extending care and kindness towards others.  They come from a conference on “The Miracle of Kindness” that eight of us from this church attended back in April sponsored by our Presbytery.  It was led by James Kok, the director of the Care Ministry at the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California where Robert Schuller serves as pastor.  The five keys he offered are:

#1: Telling yourself that you have the capacities, qualities and abilities that can brighten another’s life, or help them face challenges.  There is no one so young or so old, os poor, homely, mentally deficient or uneducated that they can’t encourage another.  Every living human being can lift another’s spirits somehow.  No one is disqualified.

#2: Telling yourself that everyone needs my encouragement and support.  People need to be noticed personally and respectfully by me and given some word, gesture or look of appreciation.  We all need affirmation and encouragement and when it comes from the heart, it becomes one of the most important gifts we can ever impart or receive.

#3: Care and Kindness , whether it is my smile, a word of thanks, a visit, or treating others fairly, builds hope and happiness in their hearts and opens them to God’s love.  There is so much hopelessness and despair in the world that when we help others to realize it, we open them up to the experience of God’s hope and peace and love as well.

#4: Care and Kindness towards anyone is Care and Kindness to the Lord.  As Jesus himself said, “Whatsoever you do to the least of these my brethren, you have done also to me.”

#5: Care and Kindness is infectious.  Others catch it and pass it on.  When we do someone a good deed, it elevates not only ourselves but the person we are helping.  He feels like he matters and is worth something.  This in turn inspires him to help others even as he has been helped.
Friends, kindness does not have to be anything grandiose or complicated.  It is simply being glad to be alive and for having the presence of God in you and all around you.  It is realizing that this is a gift one should not hoard, and because it IS a gift and not a reward for good behavior, then it becomes a blessing we must feel compelled to share freely and selflessly.  Kindness shared has a ripple effect of radiating from one heart to another.  And as we open up our heart and extend that kindness to others, regardless of whom, we find that WE are made more kind, more loving, more CHRISTIAN in the process.  Let us pray...
Gracious God, our Everlasting Father, thank you for all your kindness towards us.  You are a constant presence in all our lives and we know that even on the other side of death your love towards us will be constant.  Help us to truly believe this in more than just our heads but in our heart of hearts, and may the love and gratitude it inspires become so infectious that others will feel that love and experience such gratitude themselves.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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