
 

 

Kindness 
Stephen Van Kuiken Community Congregational United Church of Christ Pullman, WA October 2, 2016  

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 

feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 

what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 

how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 

How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 

the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 

you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 

You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 

who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 

you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 

You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 

and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 

from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 

and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
From Words Under the Words: Selected Poems. Copyright © 1995 by Naomi Shihab Nye.  

Ancient Witness: Matthew 5:43-48  
I’m going to start with a story I heard a number of years ago.  (This writer has since learned that this popular story is most likely not historically true, but it falls into the category of “legend.”) 
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There was a poor Scottish farmer whose name was Fleming.  He was trying to eke out a living for his family and was just barely getting by.  One day when he was working out in his field, he heard the cry for help coming from one of the nearby bogs.  He dropped what he was doing and ran to help.  When he arrived, there was a boy stuck in the black muck up to his waist and sinking further into the bog.  He was terrified, screaming and struggling to free himself.  Farmer Fleming saved the boy from what could have been a slow and agonizing death.  
The next day a fancy carriage pulled up in front of the farmer’s small, shack of a house.  An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy Fleming had saved.  “You saved my son’s life, and while I cannot repay you for that, I want to give you something to show my gratitude,” the nobleman said.  
Farmer Fleming waived him off.  “I can’t accept payment.  I was just doing what anyone should have done.”  
At that moment, the farmer’s son appeared at the door of the farmer’s humble home.  “Is that your son?” the nobleman asked.  “Yes,” said Fleming.  
“I’ll make you a deal.  I will offer to send him to the finest of schools.  If this young man is anything like his father, he will grow up to be a person you can be proud of.”  
Though it would mean they would be separated, the farmer accepted the generous offer, for he was thinking of his son’s future.  
The farmer’s young son would eventually graduate from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London, and went on to become known throughout the world as Sir Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of Penicillin.  
Years later, the nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia.  What saved him?  Penicillin.  And the name of the nobleman?  Lord Randolph Churchill.  And the name of his son?  Winston, Sir Winston Churchill.  

Today I want to talk about “kindness”—how it has its own power.  It has its ripple effects, radiating outward, changing and transforming the world.  Sometimes we can see it, sometimes it’s hidden.  
There used to be a saying that was quite popular a number of years back: “Practice random acts of kindness.”  And the first thing that I want to say about kindness is that it is anything but the occasional random act.  Rather, true kindness is a continual state of being.  It is a state of the mind and of the heart.    
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Now of course, kindness, if it is authentic, will find expression in action and deed.  However, kindness itself is an attitude, a way of being in the world.  Kindness is an inner desire for the well being of others.  
Although they are often confused, “being kind” and “being nice” are not the same things.  Sometimes you can be both.  But sometimes polite, nice people can be extremely unkind.  And sometimes people motivated by kindness show a fierce tenderness and take unpopular stands and confront injustice, and are not always interested in superficial pleasantries.  
Pema Chodron wrote that one of the enemies of true kindness is “idiot compassion.”  

This is when we avoid conflict and protect our good image by being kind when we should definitely say “no.”  Compassion doesn’t only imply trying to be good.  When we find ourselves in an aggressive relationship, we need to set clear boundaries.  The kindest thing we can do for everyone concerned is to know when to say “enough.”  Many people use Buddhist ideals to justify self-debasement.  In the name of not shutting our heart we let people walk all over us.  It is said that in order not to break our vow of compassion we have to learn when to stop aggression and draw the line.  There are times when the only way to bring down barriers is to set boundaries.  (The Places That Scare You)  
It was T. S. Eliot who wrote, “The last temptation is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason.”  To be kind is to be motivated by the right reason.  The motive is not to be seen and admired by others, not to feel good about yourself for being good, not to keep some kind of score about yourself.  And so if we want to be kind, we must cultivate this inner state of being.   As the Buddha wrote:  

The thought manifests as the word; The word manifests as the deed; The deed develops into character. So watch the thought and its way with care, And let it spring from love Born out of concern for all beings.  
And so this is what true kindness is—thoughts, words, deeds and a character that spring from love and rooted in the concern for all beings.  And so two actions might be identical on the surface, but one can be kind and the other not.  Abraham Heschel once said, “When I was young, I admire clever people.  Now that I am old, I admire kind people.”  
Cultivating kindness is an essential aspect of spiritual development and maturity.  As the prophet, Micah, wrote “What does God require of you, O Mortal?  Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.”   
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What does it mean to “love kindness?”  Let’s ask ourselves that question.  For again, the focus is not on an outward appearance, it is upon an inner attitude, a disposition, a feeling and dedication toward kindness.  It doesn’t say “do things that appear to others to be kind.”  Rather it says, “love kindness.”    
Look, we always have mixed motives—everything we do.  But we promise to cultivate kindness.  We can devote ourselves to grow it more and more within ourselves.  
“My religion is very simple,” the Dalai Lama once said, “My religion is kindness.”    
In Cincinnati, I knew a wonderful man, Maurice Mc Crackin, who as a pastor was kicked out of the Presbyterian Church for being a pacifist in World War II.  He was a tireless activist for the homeless and against war, and he led a small faith community among the poor in an inner city neighborhood.  When he was well into his 80’s he was arrested for climbing the White House fence to protest the Central American policies of this nation.  And he was known for his simple saying and message:  “Be kind.”  
Kindness is recognized by many as the truest expression of spirituality.  And true kindness is a radical thing to which we can aspire but never fully achieve.    Another word for kindness is “compassion.”  To be filled with kindness is to be filled with compassion.  A better translation of our text this morning instead of Jesus saying, “Be perfect,” is “Be compassionate, as God is compassionate.”  The word, “compassion” comes from the joining together of the two words, “suffer” and “with.”  When we are filled with kindness or compassion, we “suffer with” the other.  We identify, connect, and feel what the other is feeling.  We become one with the other in our concern.  We enter into the communion of suffering.  The great poem by Naomi Shihab Nye touches so well upon that connection between suffering and kindness:  Before you know what kindness really is 

you must lose things… 
 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness… 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 



5 

 

and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 
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kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
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and you see the size of the cloth. 
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 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 
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kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
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Kindness is recognized by many as the truest expression of spirituality.  And true kindness is a radical thing to which we can aspire but never fully achieve.    Another word for kindness is “compassion.”  To be filled with kindness is to be filled with compassion.  A better translation of our text this morning instead of Jesus saying, “Be perfect,” is “Be compassionate, as God is compassionate.”  The word, “compassion” comes from the joining together of the two words, “suffer” and “with.”  When we are filled with kindness or compassion, we “suffer with” the other.  We identify, connect, and feel what the other is feeling.  We become one with the other in our concern.  We enter into the communion of suffering.  The great poem by Naomi Shihab Nye touches so well upon that connection between suffering and kindness:  Before you know what kindness really is 

you must lose things… 
 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness… 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
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and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 
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kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
  



 

 

Kindness 
Stephen Van Kuiken Community Congregational United Church of Christ Pullman, WA October 2, 2016  

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 

feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 

what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 

how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 

How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 

the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 

you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 

You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 

who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 

you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 

You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 

and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 

from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 

and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
From Words Under the Words: Selected Poems. Copyright © 1995 by Naomi Shihab Nye.  

Ancient Witness: Matthew 5:43-48  
I’m going to start with a story I heard a number of years ago.  (This writer has since learned that this popular story is most likely not historically true, but it falls into the category of “legend.”) 
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There was a poor Scottish farmer whose name was Fleming.  He was trying to eke out a living for his family and was just barely getting by.  One day when he was working out in his field, he heard the cry for help coming from one of the nearby bogs.  He dropped what he was doing and ran to help.  When he arrived, there was a boy stuck in the black muck up to his waist and sinking further into the bog.  He was terrified, screaming and struggling to free himself.  Farmer Fleming saved the boy from what could have been a slow and agonizing death.  
The next day a fancy carriage pulled up in front of the farmer’s small, shack of a house.  An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy Fleming had saved.  “You saved my son’s life, and while I cannot repay you for that, I want to give you something to show my gratitude,” the nobleman said.  
Farmer Fleming waived him off.  “I can’t accept payment.  I was just doing what anyone should have done.”  
At that moment, the farmer’s son appeared at the door of the farmer’s humble home.  “Is that your son?” the nobleman asked.  “Yes,” said Fleming.  
“I’ll make you a deal.  I will offer to send him to the finest of schools.  If this young man is anything like his father, he will grow up to be a person you can be proud of.”  
Though it would mean they would be separated, the farmer accepted the generous offer, for he was thinking of his son’s future.  
The farmer’s young son would eventually graduate from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London, and went on to become known throughout the world as Sir Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of Penicillin.  
Years later, the nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia.  What saved him?  Penicillin.  And the name of the nobleman?  Lord Randolph Churchill.  And the name of his son?  Winston, Sir Winston Churchill.  

Today I want to talk about “kindness”—how it has its own power.  It has its ripple effects, radiating outward, changing and transforming the world.  Sometimes we can see it, sometimes it’s hidden.  
There used to be a saying that was quite popular a number of years back: “Practice random acts of kindness.”  And the first thing that I want to say about kindness is that it is anything but the occasional random act.  Rather, true kindness is a continual state of being.  It is a state of the mind and of the heart.    
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Now of course, kindness, if it is authentic, will find expression in action and deed.  However, kindness itself is an attitude, a way of being in the world.  Kindness is an inner desire for the well being of others.  
Although they are often confused, “being kind” and “being nice” are not the same things.  Sometimes you can be both.  But sometimes polite, nice people can be extremely unkind.  And sometimes people motivated by kindness show a fierce tenderness and take unpopular stands and confront injustice, and are not always interested in superficial pleasantries.  
Pema Chodron wrote that one of the enemies of true kindness is “idiot compassion.”  

This is when we avoid conflict and protect our good image by being kind when we should definitely say “no.”  Compassion doesn’t only imply trying to be good.  When we find ourselves in an aggressive relationship, we need to set clear boundaries.  The kindest thing we can do for everyone concerned is to know when to say “enough.”  Many people use Buddhist ideals to justify self-debasement.  In the name of not shutting our heart we let people walk all over us.  It is said that in order not to break our vow of compassion we have to learn when to stop aggression and draw the line.  There are times when the only way to bring down barriers is to set boundaries.  (The Places That Scare You)  
It was T. S. Eliot who wrote, “The last temptation is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason.”  To be kind is to be motivated by the right reason.  The motive is not to be seen and admired by others, not to feel good about yourself for being good, not to keep some kind of score about yourself.  And so if we want to be kind, we must cultivate this inner state of being.   As the Buddha wrote:  

The thought manifests as the word; The word manifests as the deed; The deed develops into character. So watch the thought and its way with care, And let it spring from love Born out of concern for all beings.  
And so this is what true kindness is—thoughts, words, deeds and a character that spring from love and rooted in the concern for all beings.  And so two actions might be identical on the surface, but one can be kind and the other not.  Abraham Heschel once said, “When I was young, I admire clever people.  Now that I am old, I admire kind people.”  
Cultivating kindness is an essential aspect of spiritual development and maturity.  As the prophet, Micah, wrote “What does God require of you, O Mortal?  Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.”   
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What does it mean to “love kindness?”  Let’s ask ourselves that question.  For again, the focus is not on an outward appearance, it is upon an inner attitude, a disposition, a feeling and dedication toward kindness.  It doesn’t say “do things that appear to others to be kind.”  Rather it says, “love kindness.”    
Look, we always have mixed motives—everything we do.  But we promise to cultivate kindness.  We can devote ourselves to grow it more and more within ourselves.  
“My religion is very simple,” the Dalai Lama once said, “My religion is kindness.”    
In Cincinnati, I knew a wonderful man, Maurice Mc Crackin, who as a pastor was kicked out of the Presbyterian Church for being a pacifist in World War II.  He was a tireless activist for the homeless and against war, and he led a small faith community among the poor in an inner city neighborhood.  When he was well into his 80’s he was arrested for climbing the White House fence to protest the Central American policies of this nation.  And he was known for his simple saying and message:  “Be kind.”  
Kindness is recognized by many as the truest expression of spirituality.  And true kindness is a radical thing to which we can aspire but never fully achieve.    Another word for kindness is “compassion.”  To be filled with kindness is to be filled with compassion.  A better translation of our text this morning instead of Jesus saying, “Be perfect,” is “Be compassionate, as God is compassionate.”  The word, “compassion” comes from the joining together of the two words, “suffer” and “with.”  When we are filled with kindness or compassion, we “suffer with” the other.  We identify, connect, and feel what the other is feeling.  We become one with the other in our concern.  We enter into the communion of suffering.  The great poem by Naomi Shihab Nye touches so well upon that connection between suffering and kindness:  Before you know what kindness really is 

you must lose things… 
 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness… 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
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and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 



6 

 

kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
  



 

 

Kindness 
Stephen Van Kuiken Community Congregational United Church of Christ Pullman, WA October 2, 2016  

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 

feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 

what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 

how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 

How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 

the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 

you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 

You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 

who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 

you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 

You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 

and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 

from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 

and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
From Words Under the Words: Selected Poems. Copyright © 1995 by Naomi Shihab Nye.  

Ancient Witness: Matthew 5:43-48  
I’m going to start with a story I heard a number of years ago.  (This writer has since learned that this popular story is most likely not historically true, but it falls into the category of “legend.”) 
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There was a poor Scottish farmer whose name was Fleming.  He was trying to eke out a living for his family and was just barely getting by.  One day when he was working out in his field, he heard the cry for help coming from one of the nearby bogs.  He dropped what he was doing and ran to help.  When he arrived, there was a boy stuck in the black muck up to his waist and sinking further into the bog.  He was terrified, screaming and struggling to free himself.  Farmer Fleming saved the boy from what could have been a slow and agonizing death.  
The next day a fancy carriage pulled up in front of the farmer’s small, shack of a house.  An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy Fleming had saved.  “You saved my son’s life, and while I cannot repay you for that, I want to give you something to show my gratitude,” the nobleman said.  
Farmer Fleming waived him off.  “I can’t accept payment.  I was just doing what anyone should have done.”  
At that moment, the farmer’s son appeared at the door of the farmer’s humble home.  “Is that your son?” the nobleman asked.  “Yes,” said Fleming.  
“I’ll make you a deal.  I will offer to send him to the finest of schools.  If this young man is anything like his father, he will grow up to be a person you can be proud of.”  
Though it would mean they would be separated, the farmer accepted the generous offer, for he was thinking of his son’s future.  
The farmer’s young son would eventually graduate from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London, and went on to become known throughout the world as Sir Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of Penicillin.  
Years later, the nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia.  What saved him?  Penicillin.  And the name of the nobleman?  Lord Randolph Churchill.  And the name of his son?  Winston, Sir Winston Churchill.  

Today I want to talk about “kindness”—how it has its own power.  It has its ripple effects, radiating outward, changing and transforming the world.  Sometimes we can see it, sometimes it’s hidden.  
There used to be a saying that was quite popular a number of years back: “Practice random acts of kindness.”  And the first thing that I want to say about kindness is that it is anything but the occasional random act.  Rather, true kindness is a continual state of being.  It is a state of the mind and of the heart.    
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Now of course, kindness, if it is authentic, will find expression in action and deed.  However, kindness itself is an attitude, a way of being in the world.  Kindness is an inner desire for the well being of others.  
Although they are often confused, “being kind” and “being nice” are not the same things.  Sometimes you can be both.  But sometimes polite, nice people can be extremely unkind.  And sometimes people motivated by kindness show a fierce tenderness and take unpopular stands and confront injustice, and are not always interested in superficial pleasantries.  
Pema Chodron wrote that one of the enemies of true kindness is “idiot compassion.”  

This is when we avoid conflict and protect our good image by being kind when we should definitely say “no.”  Compassion doesn’t only imply trying to be good.  When we find ourselves in an aggressive relationship, we need to set clear boundaries.  The kindest thing we can do for everyone concerned is to know when to say “enough.”  Many people use Buddhist ideals to justify self-debasement.  In the name of not shutting our heart we let people walk all over us.  It is said that in order not to break our vow of compassion we have to learn when to stop aggression and draw the line.  There are times when the only way to bring down barriers is to set boundaries.  (The Places That Scare You)  
It was T. S. Eliot who wrote, “The last temptation is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason.”  To be kind is to be motivated by the right reason.  The motive is not to be seen and admired by others, not to feel good about yourself for being good, not to keep some kind of score about yourself.  And so if we want to be kind, we must cultivate this inner state of being.   As the Buddha wrote:  

The thought manifests as the word; The word manifests as the deed; The deed develops into character. So watch the thought and its way with care, And let it spring from love Born out of concern for all beings.  
And so this is what true kindness is—thoughts, words, deeds and a character that spring from love and rooted in the concern for all beings.  And so two actions might be identical on the surface, but one can be kind and the other not.  Abraham Heschel once said, “When I was young, I admire clever people.  Now that I am old, I admire kind people.”  
Cultivating kindness is an essential aspect of spiritual development and maturity.  As the prophet, Micah, wrote “What does God require of you, O Mortal?  Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.”   
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What does it mean to “love kindness?”  Let’s ask ourselves that question.  For again, the focus is not on an outward appearance, it is upon an inner attitude, a disposition, a feeling and dedication toward kindness.  It doesn’t say “do things that appear to others to be kind.”  Rather it says, “love kindness.”    
Look, we always have mixed motives—everything we do.  But we promise to cultivate kindness.  We can devote ourselves to grow it more and more within ourselves.  
“My religion is very simple,” the Dalai Lama once said, “My religion is kindness.”    
In Cincinnati, I knew a wonderful man, Maurice Mc Crackin, who as a pastor was kicked out of the Presbyterian Church for being a pacifist in World War II.  He was a tireless activist for the homeless and against war, and he led a small faith community among the poor in an inner city neighborhood.  When he was well into his 80’s he was arrested for climbing the White House fence to protest the Central American policies of this nation.  And he was known for his simple saying and message:  “Be kind.”  
Kindness is recognized by many as the truest expression of spirituality.  And true kindness is a radical thing to which we can aspire but never fully achieve.    Another word for kindness is “compassion.”  To be filled with kindness is to be filled with compassion.  A better translation of our text this morning instead of Jesus saying, “Be perfect,” is “Be compassionate, as God is compassionate.”  The word, “compassion” comes from the joining together of the two words, “suffer” and “with.”  When we are filled with kindness or compassion, we “suffer with” the other.  We identify, connect, and feel what the other is feeling.  We become one with the other in our concern.  We enter into the communion of suffering.  The great poem by Naomi Shihab Nye touches so well upon that connection between suffering and kindness:  Before you know what kindness really is 

you must lose things… 
 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness… 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 



5 

 

and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 
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kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
  



 

 

Kindness 
Stephen Van Kuiken Community Congregational United Church of Christ Pullman, WA October 2, 2016  

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 

feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 

what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 

how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 

How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 

the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 

you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 

You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 

who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 

you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 

You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 

and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 

from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 

and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
From Words Under the Words: Selected Poems. Copyright © 1995 by Naomi Shihab Nye.  

Ancient Witness: Matthew 5:43-48  
I’m going to start with a story I heard a number of years ago.  (This writer has since learned that this popular story is most likely not historically true, but it falls into the category of “legend.”) 
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There was a poor Scottish farmer whose name was Fleming.  He was trying to eke out a living for his family and was just barely getting by.  One day when he was working out in his field, he heard the cry for help coming from one of the nearby bogs.  He dropped what he was doing and ran to help.  When he arrived, there was a boy stuck in the black muck up to his waist and sinking further into the bog.  He was terrified, screaming and struggling to free himself.  Farmer Fleming saved the boy from what could have been a slow and agonizing death.  
The next day a fancy carriage pulled up in front of the farmer’s small, shack of a house.  An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy Fleming had saved.  “You saved my son’s life, and while I cannot repay you for that, I want to give you something to show my gratitude,” the nobleman said.  
Farmer Fleming waived him off.  “I can’t accept payment.  I was just doing what anyone should have done.”  
At that moment, the farmer’s son appeared at the door of the farmer’s humble home.  “Is that your son?” the nobleman asked.  “Yes,” said Fleming.  
“I’ll make you a deal.  I will offer to send him to the finest of schools.  If this young man is anything like his father, he will grow up to be a person you can be proud of.”  
Though it would mean they would be separated, the farmer accepted the generous offer, for he was thinking of his son’s future.  
The farmer’s young son would eventually graduate from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London, and went on to become known throughout the world as Sir Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of Penicillin.  
Years later, the nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia.  What saved him?  Penicillin.  And the name of the nobleman?  Lord Randolph Churchill.  And the name of his son?  Winston, Sir Winston Churchill.  

Today I want to talk about “kindness”—how it has its own power.  It has its ripple effects, radiating outward, changing and transforming the world.  Sometimes we can see it, sometimes it’s hidden.  
There used to be a saying that was quite popular a number of years back: “Practice random acts of kindness.”  And the first thing that I want to say about kindness is that it is anything but the occasional random act.  Rather, true kindness is a continual state of being.  It is a state of the mind and of the heart.    
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Now of course, kindness, if it is authentic, will find expression in action and deed.  However, kindness itself is an attitude, a way of being in the world.  Kindness is an inner desire for the well being of others.  
Although they are often confused, “being kind” and “being nice” are not the same things.  Sometimes you can be both.  But sometimes polite, nice people can be extremely unkind.  And sometimes people motivated by kindness show a fierce tenderness and take unpopular stands and confront injustice, and are not always interested in superficial pleasantries.  
Pema Chodron wrote that one of the enemies of true kindness is “idiot compassion.”  

This is when we avoid conflict and protect our good image by being kind when we should definitely say “no.”  Compassion doesn’t only imply trying to be good.  When we find ourselves in an aggressive relationship, we need to set clear boundaries.  The kindest thing we can do for everyone concerned is to know when to say “enough.”  Many people use Buddhist ideals to justify self-debasement.  In the name of not shutting our heart we let people walk all over us.  It is said that in order not to break our vow of compassion we have to learn when to stop aggression and draw the line.  There are times when the only way to bring down barriers is to set boundaries.  (The Places That Scare You)  
It was T. S. Eliot who wrote, “The last temptation is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason.”  To be kind is to be motivated by the right reason.  The motive is not to be seen and admired by others, not to feel good about yourself for being good, not to keep some kind of score about yourself.  And so if we want to be kind, we must cultivate this inner state of being.   As the Buddha wrote:  

The thought manifests as the word; The word manifests as the deed; The deed develops into character. So watch the thought and its way with care, And let it spring from love Born out of concern for all beings.  
And so this is what true kindness is—thoughts, words, deeds and a character that spring from love and rooted in the concern for all beings.  And so two actions might be identical on the surface, but one can be kind and the other not.  Abraham Heschel once said, “When I was young, I admire clever people.  Now that I am old, I admire kind people.”  
Cultivating kindness is an essential aspect of spiritual development and maturity.  As the prophet, Micah, wrote “What does God require of you, O Mortal?  Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.”   
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What does it mean to “love kindness?”  Let’s ask ourselves that question.  For again, the focus is not on an outward appearance, it is upon an inner attitude, a disposition, a feeling and dedication toward kindness.  It doesn’t say “do things that appear to others to be kind.”  Rather it says, “love kindness.”    
Look, we always have mixed motives—everything we do.  But we promise to cultivate kindness.  We can devote ourselves to grow it more and more within ourselves.  
“My religion is very simple,” the Dalai Lama once said, “My religion is kindness.”    
In Cincinnati, I knew a wonderful man, Maurice Mc Crackin, who as a pastor was kicked out of the Presbyterian Church for being a pacifist in World War II.  He was a tireless activist for the homeless and against war, and he led a small faith community among the poor in an inner city neighborhood.  When he was well into his 80’s he was arrested for climbing the White House fence to protest the Central American policies of this nation.  And he was known for his simple saying and message:  “Be kind.”  
Kindness is recognized by many as the truest expression of spirituality.  And true kindness is a radical thing to which we can aspire but never fully achieve.    Another word for kindness is “compassion.”  To be filled with kindness is to be filled with compassion.  A better translation of our text this morning instead of Jesus saying, “Be perfect,” is “Be compassionate, as God is compassionate.”  The word, “compassion” comes from the joining together of the two words, “suffer” and “with.”  When we are filled with kindness or compassion, we “suffer with” the other.  We identify, connect, and feel what the other is feeling.  We become one with the other in our concern.  We enter into the communion of suffering.  The great poem by Naomi Shihab Nye touches so well upon that connection between suffering and kindness:  Before you know what kindness really is 

you must lose things… 
 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness… 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.  
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
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and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 And so while kindness has its own force, its ripple effect in the world, and it often comes back to us in unexpected ways, this is not why we are kind.  We are kind because we feel what the other feels.  And though kindness begets kindness, and no act of kindness is ever wasted, kindness is its own reward.  And we become aware of a “hidden wholeness” that only brokenness can reveal.  
Again, the Dalai Lama put this so well:  

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.  If you want to be happy, practice compassion.  
Compassion or kindness is the sincere desire for the other to be happy and well.  And to practice this is its own reward and the path to true happiness.  It is to live out the reality that Jesus lived for that “they may be one.”  It is to experience that we are connected to all things.  It is to find our well being in the well being of others.  
Jesus taught this reality to the extreme.    

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…  For if you love those who love you, what’s the big deal about that?  
True kindness, true love expects nothing in return.  It is its own reward.  It doesn’t have to do with external results but an internal state of mind.  The enemy might still be the enemy, but the kindness is its own reward.  
Being kind, being compassionate, is all about cultivating an internal perspective.  It is a state of being. It’s not a random act; it’s something that one loves and nurtures in one’s self. It’s not about being nice, acceptable and admired by others, about doing the right things for the wrong reasons. In fact, immediately following this Matthew quotes Jesus:  

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them …that they may be praised by others… and whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.”   All those good deeds—they’re not worth much unless they are for the right reasons.  This is what kindness is about.  
A few years ago, I came across a book by Buddhist writer, Sharon Salzberg, Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness.  Ordinary happiness, she says, is tied to getting our way, to external things, to experiences of pleasure, to being admired and respected.  But true, deep happiness is found along the path of 
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kindness, which is not concerned with all that.  Rather it emerges with accepting and loving the world and ourselves as they are.  Such a happiness emerges out of compassion and then leads us back to compassion again.  She writes,  
The key to our deepest happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it.    

From the Christian tradition, we find our happiness not by seeking it.  It comes to us as we “seek first the kingdom of God,” a kingdom that is already present among us.  It is a kingdom where compassion and kindness reign, where all suffer and rejoice together, where all are one.  
I end today with the Buddhist Metta or Lovingkindness Prayer.  There are lots of versions of this, and this one is from Jack Kornfield (A Path with Heart).  

May I be filled with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be happy.  
(continue with loved ones, friends, neighbors, people everywhere, difficult people in your life, all beings everywhere)  

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manuscript version.) 
  


