An Instinct for Kindness: Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth
Part Three: This Kindness

The word “kindness” recurs through the Book of Ruth, but what is described as kindness here
might be a little different from the definition we recognise. In our society, we talk about “small acts
of kindness”, charitable things we might do in ordinary life, giving a pound to a beggar or helping
someone onto a bus. Maybe a bit more than “niceness”, but hardly sacrificial.

In the Book of Ruth, “kindness” is what Naomi wishes on her daughters-in-law when she is trying
to persuade them to go back home to their own people, in return for the kindness they have
shown her. “Kindness” is the word Boaz uses to describe Ruth’s life-changing decision to stay
with Naomi, and when she bravely approaches him at the threshing floor, he says “This kindness
is greater than that which you showed earlier”. The sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross is described in
Ephesians as “God’s kindness to us”.

So perhaps it’s time for a bit of a rethink about kindness, which is listed as one of the Fruit of the
Spirit in Galatians. The outworking of it seems to come deeply out of our experience of life,
particularly our experiences of dark times - that is explored beautifully in a poem by Naomi Shihab
Nye, which I'll read here. Another aspect of it is that, in the same way that aggression tends to
spark more aggression, kindness seems to enable, or invite, more kindness. Boaz’s kindness to
Ruth and Naomi is in some way a response to Ruth’s earlier courageous act of kindness to her
mother-in-law.

Albert Schweitzer describes kindness as “the furthest-reaching and the most effective of all
forces”.

| invite you now to take some time to be still. Take a few deep breaths and let your body begin to
relax. Lay to one side some of the busyness that encroaches. Put to one side anything you’re
holding on to, either physically or metaphorically. Let this be an open space, a space for silence
and peace to come in.

Let yourself breathe deeply, and become aware of any tension you might be holding on to in your
body. Give yourself permission to stretch or shift if you need to, to become more comfortable. See
if you can invite the mind to follow the body into a deeper sense of stillness, a quiet place where
you can be present to yourself and to God.

In this space of awareness, notice how you are today, how you feel about being here, and let
those feelings be what they are, don’t judge them. Know that you are welcome here, exactly as
you are. And you might like to consider, in this quiet space, what do | need from God today? What
grace would | like to ask for?

I’m going to read Kindness, by Naomi Shihab Nye, notice anything that stands out or that
resonates with you.

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 malil letters and purchase bread,
only kindness that raises its head

from the crowd of the world to say

It is | you have been looking for,

and then goes with you everywhere

like a shadow or a friend.

(in Soul Food, ed. Neil Astley & Pamela Robertson-Pearce, Bloodaxe Books, 2007.)
PAUSE

This is from Albert Schweitzer, theologian, philosopher, musician, doctor, winner of the Nobel
Peace Prize, writing on kindness:

“All ordinary violence produces its own limitations, for it calls forth an answering violence which
sooner or later becomes its equal or its superior. But kindness works simply and perseveringly; it
produces no strained relations which prejudice its working; strained relations which already exist it
relaxes. Mistrust and misunderstanding it puts to flight, and it strengthens itself by calling forth
unswerving kindness. Hence it is the furthest-reaching and the most effective of all forces.”

(Albert Schweitzer, Memoirs of Childhood and Youth, George Allen & Unwin, 1924)

Taking time to let those words settle, what is staying with you about what kindness is like?
Can you recall a time when you experienced kindness like that? What did it feel like?

Can you recall a time when you have offered kindness like that to someone else? And what was
that like?

When kindness appears in Scripture as an attribute of God, it often feels, to me, slightly
surprising.

From Jeremiah:

“‘But let the one who boasts boast about this: that they have the understanding to know me, that
| am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these | delight,’
declares the Lord.” (Jer 9:24)



And from Ephesians:

“And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus,
in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in
his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.” (Eph 2:7)

| wonder if kindness is a quality we often associate with God?

And | wonder how our understanding of God shifts when we think of kindness as one of God’s
attributes?

As we conclude, you might like to rest with the words of this hymn by Frederick Williams Faber.
Again, notice anything that resonates, perhaps anything which surprises...

There’s a wideness in God’s mercy,
like the wideness of the sea.
There’s a kindness in God'’s justice,
which is more than liberty.

There is welcome for the sinner,
and more graces for the good.
There is mercy with the Saviour,
there is healing in his blood.

But we make God’s love too narrow
by false limits of our own,

and we magnify its strictness

with a zeal God will not own.

For the love of God is broader
than the measures of the mind,
and the heart of the Eternal

is most wonderfully kind.

If our love were but more simple,
we should rest upon God’s word,
and our lives would be illumined

by the presence of our Lord.



