Fruit of the Spirit, Living our life on the Vine,  KINDNESS in a world of Self-Sufficiency.

WE live in a difficult world to show kindness. Often our kind actions are met with hesitancy on the others part, they wonder “What’s in it for them?” We see a sign that says free all over it, and people want to know what the catch is. In America, we know that nothing is free, everything costs something. Free is just a way to get your foot in the door, than they really take it to you. Everyone in our society is out to gain something. It makes for a difficult world to show kindness. We try and help someone, and we don’t feel like we can, because we are afraid of what might happen to us. There are plenty of times where we all drive by drivers stranded and we tell ourselves “What can I do?” At least I do anyways; you’re probably a better person than me. We worry about our safety, we worry we might offend people, we worry about just about everything there is to worry about. Kindness often takes a backseat to cautiousness. We are cautious to help in a world like ours. Do you find that to be true in your life, that precautions often keep you from being helpful to others, showing them kindness?

David shows kindness to Jonathan’s son by granting him the right to eat at the king’s table in 2 Samuel 9:1-7, even though he didn’t have too.

In Nehemiah 9:17-31, There is a recounting of God’s favor on his people. Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness, God remained faithful and showed his loving kindness to his people still.

We ultimately see God’s loving Kindness exemplified in his Grace.

Paul captures it in his letter to Titus 3:3-8 “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. This is a trustworthy saying. And I want you to stress these things, so that those who have trusted in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good.

Ephesians 2:7 captures the same thought.

In Colossians 3:12, we are to clothe ourselves with kindness

It is interesting to note that the word for Christians in the Greek is “Christos” while the word for Kindness is “Chrestos.” Strikingly similar, there is little wonder that the Christians in the first century were often mistakenly called “the Kind ones.” Perhaps it wasn’t a mistake at all.

Have we given the culture around us good reason to call us the Kind ones? 

Kindness, as near as I can figure is this: Making God’s love visible. In this working definition, we can easily say than, that Jesus Christ is Kindness. He is the visible form of God’s love. If you want a glimpse of kindness, look to Jesus, and you will see it.

It is our desire then, as Christians, filled with the Holy Spirit to show Kindness to others. We, as Christians, and followers of Christ, desire to show people God’s love.

For David, showing kindness meant honoring a covenant with a dear friend who was dead and gone. He showed kindness by treating his son as if he were family.

For Christians in the first century, making God’s love visible meant sharing possessions in community. It meant praying for one another, opening their homes to passers-bye and being hospitable. They showed others God’s love by opening their homes to complete strangers. We may pass it off as those were different times, they didn’t have to worry about being robbed or hurt. That may not be the case actually.

I read this week more about Rome in the first century, and there is little wonder why Christians were effective in opening their homes to visitors to their cities. The hotels are more adequately described as lowly, bug infested, brothels. Opening your home to someone was an act of compassion and mercy, it met a felt and desperate need for others. It wasn’t just something nice to do, it showed considerable passion on people in times of need. It had it’s dangers, it’s risks, but they did it anyways. Because that’s what churches do, they show God’s love to others. We, as a group of Christians ought to make God’s love visible to  this world. The times change, the ways we do that change, but the principal is the same, we ought to show people the kindness of God.

The question we need to be asking ourselves regarding kindness is how do we make God’s love visible in the 21st Century?

It has become surprisingly difficult to show God’s love to others. Kindness, to be sure, isn’t an inner emotion; it is, rather, an action. We can show people’s God’s love through our words, through our deeds, through our lives. Kindness is merely a reflection of God’s other-directed love.

God was faithful to the unfaithful Israelites. Even though they abandoned his ways, he didn’t abandon them. The faithful pillar of Cloud led the people through the wilderness. His sustenance and care showered down from the sky every morning.

That same story continues on for believers today. We are a part of a greater story of God’s faithfulness. We do not seek to do acts of kindness because they will make us feel good or look good. We are merely responding to a God who has shown us incomprehensible grace. “Because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved…We are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works…” Ephesians 2:4-6,10

We find ourselves a part of a greater story, in which we show the world the loving-kindness of God in practical ways.

How do we show the world kindness? How do we make God’s love visible to a world that is blind? Before we may answer that question, we must first consider what hinders kindness in a world like this.

One prevalent threat is the myth of self-sufficiency. We live in a world that would have us believe that self-sufficiency is available, and admirable. We are to use the resources around us, to build ourselves up and reach self-sufficiency. We are to become, self-made men (or women). 

The culture around us promotes self-sufficiency. If you are dependant on someone, you are weak and viewed as almost less of a person because you could somehow happen to need someone.

Am I wrong in this? Take a look at the people we look up to, admire: what separates them from the rest of the pack? Do they seem to have a handle on everything? Is there family in good working order? Do they have a good job, make good money? Do they seem happy?

How about someone you don’t admire: are they dependant on others?

Here is the point: How can we show people the loving-kindness of God, make his love visible to people who have a genuine unwillingness to accept that they are in need of something? How can we show people love if they believe if they accept that love, they are somehow looked down upon or viewed as weak or less?

Do you get what I mean? We don’t want to be a bother to anybody, so we fail to be a brother anyone. (or sister)

We live in a culture and world that promotes autonomy as well. By autonomy, I mean self-governance, self-authority. I want what I want, I do what I want to do. Would you agree, that about sums up the culture we live in?

It’s promoted from an early age. We ask children, what is it that YOU want for Christmas? There is nothing wrong with that, but rarely do we ask of our children, what is it that you want to get for your grandma or brother and sister for Christmas?

Within the present school system, we come to learn that what counts most is what I learn, what I Know, what MY grades are. Kenneson continues, “as a result, we routinely view our peers primarily as competitors. We learn at an early age that whatever intellectual abilities we have are ours and should be exploited for our own benefit. Why should I use my gifts and abilities to help anyone else learn?

Kenneson page 144-145 “Most of us do not see ourselves as dependent on or responsible for our fellow brothers and sisters. Rather, most of us regard ourselves as autonomous individuals and as members of one another only in some derived sense. If you are honored, I may try to muster a congratulation, but I do not feel honored myself. Similarly, if a tragedy strikes your life, I may feel sorry for you and may even offer to do what I can to help, but I likely feel none of your pain. Your life is your life and mine is mine. Moreover, my bank accounts, my insurance policies, my accumulated stuff are my ways of insuring, whether consciously or not, that I won’t need to depend on you or anyone else in the future. There is no need for you to believe that I will ever need your help; I can take care of myself quite nicely, thank you.

Perhaps that is why Jesus warned us of storing up treasures for ourselves on earth, that it would create a terrible idea within us that we are self-made men and women, independent of others, even God. Matthew 6:21-23.

What’s our way out of this mess?

When we as Christians remember our story, we remember a story of matchless and inexhaustible grace. As Paul insists, God has shown us the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. Our story is not one of impressible accomplishments achieved by our own talents, our own abilities, our own hard work, rather, ours is a story about receiving what we did not deserve, what we in no way earned, what we could not secure for ourselves. We are and will always remain recipients of God’s good gifts. What sets us apart from others is not that we’ve received these gifts and they haven’t, but that we know whom to thank and they may not. As a result, we are free both to offer and to receive acts of kindness without having this threaten our identity or self-understanding.

We need to nurture our connections. One of the most precious gifts that God has given us is each other. That we regularly fail to appreciate this suggest how deeply we have assimilated our society’s teachings about self-sufficiency and autonomy. Rather than see each other as gifts from God, we are often inclined to view each other as potential threats or competitors.

Ephesians 4:12-13 the body illustration, we each need each other, we’ve been gifted for one another.

The body illustration helps us understand that we are not independent of one another, but dependant as the body.

It changes how we view our gatherings, not as some self-seeking agenda, but asking ourselves what may I offer the person next to me, behind me, in front of me. What may I contribute on a daily, or weekly basis to the community, to build it on up towards maturity?

Much of our struggle as a church may be due to our view of self-sufficiency and autonomy. It’s hard building a team if no one recognizes their need for one another, it’s impossible to be a church if the Christians that make up the church view themselves independent of the other. It is within the restrictions of our view of autonomy, that we find ourselves thinking my giftedness is for me, and me alone, to serve and encourage me.

We exist, for each other. God has gifted us for one another.

Where do we go from here?

Rather than overwhelm you with more things do to, entertain this simple thought experiment.

I have with me clothing that I have purchased. How many people were involved in the making of each of these articles of clothing? From the designer, to the manufacturer, to the distributor, to the store clerks, some of whom are in this very room, to the car that took me to go buy the clothing, to the people who dug the oil well, to get the oil to get it into gasoline, to the delivery truck that got the gasoline to the gas station itself. I am dependant upon thousands of people to dress me. For a world that tells us to be independent of one another, we are ironically, and incredibly dependant on thousands, if not millions of people, every day. How many people were involved in making your computer, your cars, your clocks, your cell phones, coffee pots, everything that we have that shows our independence of others, reveals our own dependence on fellow man.

Perhaps the best thing we might do as Christians in a mistaken world as this, would be to remember our place in the story of God. Meditate on who he is, what he has done. We are not independent of God or others. We are dependant on the God of all creation who sent his Son as the atonement for our sins, that we may live righteous lives for him and enjoy Salvation.

So what is it that we can do as Christians to show people Kindness: To show people God’s Love?

One of the things that is interesting is that we feel like the only way in which we can show God’s love for others, is to make that love visible, is to show people his loving-kindness through random acts of kindness like giving people suckers or paying for their meals. I’m ashamed to say I have advocated for random acts of Kindness. They are all well intentioned, but they really don’t capture the heart of what the kindness of God really is. The token phrase for the churches that give away the suckers, or pay for the meal of someone in the room, they leave a card that says “This is our way of showing you God’s love in practical ways.” And it’s signed, Up-the River, Community Church. It’s a tall order for a sucker or meal to live up to the limitless love of God.
It’s like Really, a sucker can do that, a meal for 20 bucks can show me God’s love in a practical way? A Sucker!

We would be wise to think of God’s love on a far grander scale, seeking more than just practicality and more necessity. What makes God’s love significant is his unyielding graciousness towards others. The fact that he listens is significant. He hears the cries of his creation, and He responded with the gift of his Son.

What possible ways could the church manifest God’s love? We would be wise to take our queue from the God who listens to his creation, and listen to the concerns of others. We live in a self-seeking, self-aggrandizing, self-promoting, self-sufficient, autonomous society. WE are wrapped up in ourselves. We view the world as how it may benefit me. And each of us, with our insurance, our savings accounts, our life, insurance, our stuff, has a sign on us that says I’m ok, I don’t need you, I’m self-sufficient.

The act of carefully listening and taking an interest in others may very well lead us to show people the kindness of God. Nothing is worse than a gift you don’t need or want. When you get a gift that you will never use, you consider it a waste. Perhaps the kindness of Christians has been viewed as a waste because the church has been too blind and deaf to hear and see the cries of a world. The world desires more than suckers and their meals paid for, they want hope. They want to know that everything is going to be okay in the end. They want to know that there child is going to get through school alright, they want to know that there marriage is going to get better. They want more meaning and significance in this life.

Surely, we have some way of making God’s love visible to them? Surely we can introduce them to a community of believers who encourage one another and build one another up? Can’t we? Can’t we offer them more than suckers and a free meal, or a good time at a community event, and offer them the love of Jesus Christ, his body broken for them, his blood shed for them?

Jesus put the kindness of God in perspective and how we should be kind in return in Matthew 6. I’ve chosen the Message Bible only for a little variety:

Love Your Enemies 

 38-42"Here's another old saying that deserves a second look: 'Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.' Is that going to get us anywhere? Here's what I propose: 'Don't hit back at all.' If someone strikes you, stand there and take it. If someone drags you into court and sues for the shirt off your back, giftwrap your best coat and make a present of it. And if someone takes unfair advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life. No more tit-for-tat stuff. Live generously. 

 43-47"You're familiar with the old written law, 'Love your friend,' and its unwritten companion, 'Hate your enemy.' I'm challenging that. I'm telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves. This is what God does. He gives his best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that. 

 48"In a word, what I'm saying is, Grow up. You're kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you." 

