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Over thirty years ago she was driving alone at night in a rough area of downtown Los Angeles. She was driving an old Datsun 1200, the best car she could afford at the time. But it wasn’t the best car to be driving in that section of L.A. Its condition mirrored the condition of the area she was in.

Catherine had exited from the freeway. As she braked at the end of the off-ramp the engine died suddenly. All the lights went out—headlights, dash lights—everything. Worse yet, the inside of the car began filling with smoke.

She jumped out of the car only to see two men running towards her. One was holding a blanket that he had pulled from the trunk of their car. Catherine panicked, and her first thought was, “I’m dead.” But the men pushed passed her. One popped the hood of her car. That’s when she realized her engine was on fire. Flames were burning along the throttle line. The men used the blanket to smother the flames until they died out.

At any moment the car could have exploded killing these two men and Catherine. But it didn’t. Within minutes the fire department had arrived, but the fire was already out by then. She found out later that another anonymous friend who was passing by had called them. The two men had saved her car, saved her livelihood, and likely saved her life. They had done something kind for her at the same time they were putting their lives at risk. Once it was all over Catherine looked up to thank them. They were gone.

Now she had a dilemma. She had no way to repay the men who had helped her. Since she couldn’t do anything to repay them, she decided to return the favor by helping someone else. She started looking for someone who needed help as much as she did that night her car caught on fire.

Her first opportunity came when she helped a woman who was stranded by the side of the road. The woman kept asking Catherine how she could repay her, offering to give her money. Here’s what she said about her answer:

I wanted to hold onto the idea that I could send one more person into the world owing a favor to a stranger. “Don’t pay it back to me,” I said. “Pay it forward to someone else.” Then I spent the next twenty years wondering what kind of world it would be if an idea like that caught fire.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from interview with Catherine Ryan Hyde once at http://www.eduvs.ch/planta/carmenemery/rokdownloads/Reading20group20guide.pdf  ] 


Twenty years of thinking led to Catherine Ryan Hyde writing the book Pay it Forward which was released as a major motion picture. In it a young boy named Trevor explained his idea of how he could help change the world:

If someone did you a favor—something big, something you couldn’t do on your own—and instead of paying it back you paid it forward to three people, and the next day they each paid it forward to three more, and the day after that those 27 each paid it forward to another three, and each day everyone, in turn, paid it forward to three more people, in two weeks that comes to 4,782,969.

His teacher said that it was an overly utopian idea. What do you think? The idea sounds familiar, doesn’t it? A young man has a mission to change the world. But he goes about it in a surprising way: through kindness.

The apostle Paul places kindness near the top of his list of love’s attributes: “Love is…kind (1 Cor. 13:4). And if love is kind, we can rest assured that God, who is love, is also kind. His kindness can best be seen in Jesus who was on a mission to change this world. We see his kindness in the way he was kind to others.

There was the young couple at their wedding feast who ran out of wine. Running out of wine on what should be the happiest day of your life was a huge social miscue in the first century. Jesus solved their problem for them. He did something for them they could not do for themselves. They tasted more than the best wine that day. They tasted the kindness of Christ.

There was the woman caught in the act of adultery who was brought before Jesus. The religious leaders had grabbed her. She grabbed a sheet to cover up. All eyes were on her when Jesus did something surprising…and kind. He knelt down and wrote something on the ground. All eyes left her and looked towards the sand. That’s where they should have been anyway. They should have been ashamed of themselves. In the midst of their unkindness she met the kindness of Christ.

And then there was the demon-possessed man. He roamed around without clothes, without a home and living in the tombs. His situation was grave. He shouted at Jesus. But Jesus returned his shouts with kindness. He commanded the evil spirits to come out of him. He was even kind to the spirits. They requested to be sent into the nearby pigs. Jesus was kind enough to oblige. And because he was we now have deviled ham.

You may not have thought of Jesus as being kind, but he was to these people and more. And he has been kind to you. Listen to what else the apostle Paul says about God and kindness. Two passages are found in Ephesians.

God . . . raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. Ephesians 2:6-9

Did you catch kindness in this passage? God showed his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. His grace was expressed in a kind way. The Greek word has to do with “an act of grace.” It is God’s activity on our behalf. 

Sounds close to what Trevor was getting at, doesn’t it? An act on behalf of someone else’s welfare. That’s what God did. His grace was expressed through the kindness of Jesus Christ. He saved us, something we could not do for ourselves. Even when we did not know we needed to be saved he had already acted on our behalf. It was not dependent on any work you or I could do. It was a free gift. An act of kindness.

What Paul is telling us is that if we want to see kindness we need look no further than Christ. We do need to look a little further in Ephesians to hear more: “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).

What you don’t hear in the English you can’t miss in the Greek. The word for kind is chrestos. The word for Christ is christos. You can’t hear this admonition in the original language without connecting kindness with Christ.

And according to Paul you cannot be the recipient of the kindness of Christ without paying it forward to others: be kind to one another. God has been immeasurably kind to you and me. Like Catherine we cannot repay his kindness. We owe him everything. 

Now, some people do try to pay him back:
· They do their best to be right about everything.
· They try to work hard...one service project after another.
· They try to fill the schedule with more and more church activities.

And in the midst of our trying we forget kindness. We can do a lot of things in an unkind way. That’s not what Jesus wants. Instead of paying him back Jesus asks us to pay his kindness forward.

Mark Twain once said, “Kindness is a language which the deaf can hear and the blind can see.” Frederick Buechner topped that. He simply said this about kindness: “If you want to be holy be kind.”

Can you be kind today? We can begin at home. Is there something you can do for that brother or sister that irritates you at times? You say they are often unkind to you? No matter. Jesus has been kind to you so you can be kind to them. 

Or what about your spouse? Why not make a cup of coffee or give a back rub without being asked. Be kind.

Is there someone at your school that may need some kindness? Maybe someone that everyone else is being unkind to. Would you consider that the kindness of Christ might have enough power in your life to start a chain reaction of kindness there?

And what about that boss or fellow employee who may be stressed to the max, irritable, or grumpy? Hasn’t Jesus been kind to you even when you were less than loveable?

The possibilities are endless. The mother of four in line at Target behind you. Could you be kind to her? Why not let her go ahead of you? You may spend a few more minutes than you wanted but the promise of getting to the car a few minutes faster might just make her day. And who knows? It might help her be kinder to her family when she gets home.

Jesus was aware that we might take his kindness and share it only with those that are kind to us. Kind people being kind to each other is…well…its kind. But it won’t change the world unless we extend it further than that. So Jesus taught this:

If you love those who love you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.  (Luke 6:32-36)

We are never more like Christ—Christos—than when we are kind—chrestos. Even to our enemies.

Even to ourselves. Don’t forget about yourself. We can be hard on ourselves, can’t we? Like the young couple we can plan poorly. Like the woman caught in adultery we sometimes follow our passions. Like the demon-possessed man we have at times caused people to shun us.

Paul put it this way in Titus 3: “For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another” (Titus 3:3). Some days we just aren’t very kind.

But Jesus is. He goes on to remind us: “But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy…” (Titus 3:4-5). God knows us better than anyone and yet he did not withhold his kindness towards us. If you are part of the “us” then God has been kind to you. So be kind to yourself.

Your assignment today is to be kind. Find someone who could use a demonstration of kindness. Add to that some words of kindness. And see if you don’t change just a small corner of the world.

Jesus did. He did because he is love.

And love is kind.
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