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Forward 
 

Back in the day, they rolled into town with their bottled potions that promised to cure 
consumption, arthritis and more. My dad remembers as a little boy seeing medicine men hawk 
their wares in town centers in the South. Sometimes they would set up a projector and show a 
short flick (accompanied by a musician). Once they had a crowd they would do commercial 
breaks between the entertainment to hawk their “snake oil,” which typically amounted to little 
more than colored water. But people are gullible and they used their precious resources to 
procure what they thought was the answer to their urgent need. Today politicians roll into town 
and do the same thing. They tell people what they want to hear. During the election process 
empty promises rule the day. And because people are still gullible, many vote with their brains in 
neutral. 

The Pharisees tried to paint Jesus as a traveling Medicine Man, a charlatan and a fraud. 
He spoke about a new Kingdom that could occupy people’s hearts and do away with their need 
to try and earn salvation. This was a direct threat to a religious system that preyed upon people’s 
fears and ignorance. Jesus was the real deal. Wherever He went He healed the sick, cleansed the 
lepers, and in some places even raised the dead. But even this wasn’t enough to convince many 
that He wasn’t a fraud. 

The manipulators of human gullibility use the “wow” factor to get noticed. That’s why 
Vegas is so popular. It’s all about “wow.” The problem with this is that eventually what used to 
“wow” us gets boring and we need something bigger and more eye-popping to grab our 
attention! 

After Jesus fed 5,000 + men, women and children, everyone said, “Wow! Do it again!” In 
fact, they wanted Him to be their king because He could perform miracles every time they had a 
need. 

Jesus refused to play their game because His Kingdom is not about impressing people 
with supernatural evidence. It’s not about manipulating human gullibility to get a LIKE or 
positive response. God’s Kingdom is about bringing healing to people ravaged by broken 
marriages, greed, deceit, identity theft, lies, religious hypocrisy and so much more!  

Much of the misery and heartache that afflicts humanity can be traced back to our nearly 
universal misunderstanding of the value that Heaven places on kindness. Jesus said it is the 
essence of all that is taught in the law and the prophets (Matthew 7:12). 

The operative word in Scripture and life is kindness. Without it everything suffers. As 
you read through this book you’ll be blessed with how David B. Smith weaves the kindness 
motiff into his thoughts and stories—all for the purpose of helping us incorporate civility and 
grace into our lives and church communities.  

Rich DuBose 
 

 

 
 

 
 

4 
 



Introduction 
 

“Kindness will pay off on a 100-to-1 scale.” 
 

Really? If a church is spilling over with kind deeds offered by kind Christians, will that 
church experience one-hundred-fold growth? 

Well, I can’t verify that. But I can open up and share stories where someone was kind to 
me. 

Here’s my best one. 
 

Friday afternoon, May 2002. I was numb with grief because two days earlier, some 
drugged-out jerk had struck and killed my dad with their pickup truck. Mom and my three 
brothers and I spent agonizing hours in a Riverside ER, watching the heart-monitor beeps trail 
down to zero. 

Now at last I was home, grateful for Lisa’s embrace and comforting words. But still 
upside-down emotionally. 

Then there was a knock at the door. When I opened it, my friend Phil Draper was 
standing there. “May I come in?” he quietly asked. 

He came in, and to this day, I can remember exactly where he sat and where I sat. We 
were there alone, wordless for perhaps a minute. Then he said just one line. “David, just . . . 
please tell me about your dad.” 

That was all. He didn’t over-promise. He didn’t weep or engage in histrionics. He simply 
allowed me to share some nice memories and impressions of the father I had loved and now had 
just lost. 

Man, that was kindness. It comforted me. Its healing impact on my soul was 
immeasurable. 

So today I pause and think about that kind deed of service. Unless we almost depart from 
the human family, we all feel a twinge of sympathy when a friend’s relative passes away. But 
how many of us move beyond that first flickering impulse? And go on to block out an hour, 
drive six miles, park the car, ring the doorbell, and offer the tangible gift of caring to a wounded 
friend? 

You may or may not be born with kindly impulses. Frankly, my own “kindness gene” is 
pretty average; once my garage door comes down and forms a cozy evening cocoon, I don’t tend 
to go back out to be a good Samaritan. However, the biblical reality is that it is possible for a 
man or woman to simply decide to be kind. To choose it. To get in the car, turn the key, and 
drive those six miles. 

This little book’s focus is on our church family. Website slogans notwithstanding, God’s 
moral call to your congregation is simple: BE KIND! Do it when you feel like it, and do it when 
you don’t. No matter what’s in your heart, greet people. Love them. Bear their burdens. Show 
grace. Forgive. Seven days a week, 365 days a year, rain or shine or snow. BE KIND! 

Be kind in church policy. Be kind in person. Be kind if it pays off in the baptismal font. 
(Hint: it will!) Be kind if it doesn’t seem, in evangelism math, to pay off at all. 

 
So here’s a true hundred-to-one story. 
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Back when the darkest clouds of the Watergate scandal hovered over Washington, D.C., 
a man named Colson was President Nixon’s chief hatchet man. He wielded power and scorned 
weakness and had an abiding contempt for his political adversaries. But at his moment of 
greatest vulnerability, a Christian named Tom Phillips was willing to reach out and be his friend, 
to listen without judgment. A new believer himself, Phillips was the CEO of a major corporation, 
a successful business magnate. But he paused everything to listen to Chuck’s confused, rambling 
excuses and questions. 

As their shared evening of conversation and iced tea drew to a close, Tom handed his 
new friend a copy of C. S. Lewis’ book, Mere Christianity. A token gift which likely cost this 
millionaire executive five bucks. “I want you to have this,” he offered kindly. 

The shared evening was a block of time bathed in kindness. But such a risky gift! Tom 
Phillips didn’t have to share. Didn’t have to open up his home. Didn’t have to make himself 
vulnerable by having a partisan Nixon hack come sit in his kitchen. 

But he did all those things. How did it pay off? 
Chuck Colson read that little $5 book. His conscience was smitten; his heart was touched. 

He became a Christian and repented of his White House crimes. And after serving his time in 
prison, what did Colson do next? 

Well, he wrote a whole series of Christian bestsellers that circled the globe. He began a 
Christian ministry called Prison Fellowship, which also went around the globe bringing Jesus 
Christ and hope and healing and rehabilitation and new jobs to tens of thousands of inmates. He 
spoke at conferences and began a radio ministry. And, I suspect, in his own very busy life, he 
likely paused often to offer one-on-one kindness to complete strangers, to pass out five-buck 
paperback copies of Mere Christianity to harried people whose lives needed the gentle touch of 
the Savior. 

This e-book is an admittedly Christian resource tool, but it’s definitely not “stooping” if I 
quote cartoonist Scott Adams, whose syndicated Dilbert has both charmed and vexed an entire 
world. He affirms that 100-to-1 payout with this sage wisdom: 
 

“Remember there’s no such thing as a small act of kindness. Every act creates a ripple 
with no logical end.” 
 
David B Smith 
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Chapter One: Be Nice, For God’s Sake! 
 

It gives most of us a pleasantly smug feeling to pass around cynical stories about 
Christian judgmentalism in those poor other people. My late cousin Morris Venden used to share 
a classic about a blue-nosed saint who accosted a teenager in the foyer of church. The girl had 
received a $2 glass-bead necklace from a relative, and was surreptitiously wearing it underneath 
her Sabbath dress. But this gendarme from the jewelry police division spotted the trinket, 
reached out, and pulled it loose, snapping the chain. “We don’t wear those around here!” she 
thundered. The beads clattered on the tile and rolled underneath the rack of witnessing tracts; the 
disillusioned kid did a U-turn away from God, never to return. So the story goes. 

And because you and I don’t personally wear a badge from the JPD, or the Cheese Patrol, 
or the Ban the Bass Guitar Society, we feel simultaneously indignant and justified. It’s always 
that other generation, or some other uptight faction that locks our churches in stagnant go-away 
paralysis. 

I’m a seasoned Adventist Christian who’s been invited to reflect here on just one word 
and one math formula. I teach trig and calculus at a nearby community college, so I feel 
equipped to handle the percentages in this oft-quoted analysis: 

If we would humble ourselves before God, and be kind and courteous and tender-hearted 
and pitiful, there would be one hundred conversions to the truth where now there is only one.1 

The key word, of course – KINDNESS. If we could simply learn to demonstrate more 
kindness, well, we could tack on two zeroes to most of the math in our churches. Instead of three 
baptisms – three hundred. Wow, that works. Membership growth: move the decimal over two 
places. In the kindergarten division, take the current enrollment and use scientific notation to 
multiply by 102. Choirs with eight members would suddenly have eight hundred, but since 
offerings would have multiplied a hundredfold, the church could easily afford an additional 792 
robes. A parking lot holding thirty cars would need to restripe and get ready for a Dodger 
stadium overflow lot of 3,000. And so the theory goes. 

Would this math actually work? In Christianity in Crisis, penned two decades ago by 
cult-watcher Hank Hanegraaff, he debunks the recent misguided health-and-wealth theology 
where tuxedo-clad preachers invite their flocks to “invest” in giving the preacher even more 
tuxedos. And the promise is: God will give you back whatever you put in my plate – a hundred 
times over! As Hanegraaff wryly observes, all one must do in testing this self-serving gospel is to 
do one loop through the megachurch parking lot. Is it nothing but Rolls-Royces and six-figure 
electric Teslas? Or do these sincere saints drive the same used Corollas as the rest of us?2 

On the other hand, if heaven is actually promising us even the possibility of 100-to-1 
success if our churches commit to a vibrant culture of kindness, this would be evangelism of the 
highest order. We are often consumed with outreach and special events and the renting of tents – 
which is all well and good. But if quiet, unabashed friendships and kindness can both win and 
hold people, we would be shortsighted indeed to not give kindness our highest efforts. 

Our title invites us to be kind for God’s sake. Why? Does God care if we treat one 
another well? Is God anxious that our churches be filled like war-zone hospital wards with 
aching, hurting people who are desperate for a kind word, a gentle touch, a forgiving email? 

I was recently bathed in the kind synergy of a Facebook group which coalesced around a 
friend whose cancer diagnosis was terminal. Despite the grim realities of this news, it was a 
wonderful – and, I pray, continuing – society of kindness. Friends wrote in to offer prayer; 
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hope-filled Bible verses were brought to our minds. People made sacrificial gestures: Anything I 
can do, man . . . ANYTHING. Please, just say how I can help. 

When I wrote in to express my own feeble two cents, I was reminded of a moment of 
kindness in Mark 2. Jesus is ministering in a crowded living room in Capernaum and a suffering 
soul seizes his grand opportunity. You know the story. His four friends can’t worm their way 
through the crowd, so they climb up onto the roof and lower their paralytic friend down into the 
midst of the sermon. 

Now, Jesus is not a doddering saint; He is a young, vibrant, strong Galilean carpenter 
without a streak of gray in His beard. But as He sees this stranger’s pathetic condition, Jesus’ 
tender heart is moved. And He says – now note this – “SON, your sins are forgiven.” 

Here’s why I notice that phrase. In my occasional mission trips back to Thailand where I 
grew up, I’ve picked up a bare smattering of the language. But in the Thai New Testament, Jesus 
addresses this feeble specimen of humanity with a tender colloquialism: luuk uey. It basically 
means “sweet child,” the kind of thing a parent would say to a whimpering child or a toddler.  

And in this exchange between two completely grown-up men, I find the heart of Jesus. 
He is kind. He treats people with elegant grace and winsome love. His spirit is moved by the 
infirmities – even the self-inflicted wounds – of those He seeks to win. In Becoming a 
Contagious Christian, Bill Hybels and Mark Mittelberg propose that Jesus relates a triple crown 
of parables in Luke 15 – the lost sheep, lost coin, lost prodigal boy – for one purpose: to 
demonstrate God’s passion for people who need rescue. “This particular day Jesus was so upset 
over the discussion the religious leaders were having about who matters to God and who doesn’t, 
that He said, in effect, ‘I’m going to clear this up once and for all. I never want there to be 
confusion on this again. I’m going to tell you not one, not two, but three stories – rapid fire – to 
make sure everybody understands who really matters to God.’”3 And so kindness become the net 
with which Christ reaches out to draw hurting people into His healing family. 

In chapter nine of his own epistle, Matthew tells this same story of the paralytic. He 
follows with the story of how Jesus resurrects Jairus’ daughter. On the way to do that, He 
encounters a woman who has experienced twelve years of agonizing menstrual bleeding. Even 
involuntarily – our Savior is so wired for kindness that mercy flows from Him even when He 
doesn’t know it – He is able to feel sorry for her and to miraculously dry up her issue. He then 
heals two blind men. Ten minutes later he casts a demon out of a suffering victim. 

And then in verse 35, it seems that Jesus looks out over this vast congregation where, 
sure enough, some math-professor-of-pain has multiplied all the cots by a hundred. He goes 
through towns and villages and there are just swarms of people. Huge piles of pain, and throngs 
of misery. And Matthew, the tax collector (who probably knew something about large numbers 
on 1040 forms) quietly observes: When He saw the crowds, Jesus had compassion on them, 
because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

But the “kindness litany” goes far beyond this ICU setting. True, Jesus overflowed with 
miracle healing power. But when He came upon hungry crowds, He fed them. People harassed 
by Satan were set free. Mothers anxious for a blessing for their children received it. Two sisters 
grieved with loss over the abrupt death of their brother had him restored to their arms. When 
people needed confronting, He generally did it graciously. He nudged people about their sins 
with warm-hearted parables. 

It is clear that Jesus envisioned His church in His world this way: a living sanctuary of 
kindness. A place where waterfalls of tenderness and geysers of grace keep all of us wet and 
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rejoicing at all times. In Acts 6, the fledgling church was so aware of this high priority that it’s 
one of their first acts: selecting seven men to be on the Kindness Committee and organize the 
distribution of food and the care of widows. It was such a paramount concern they felt moved to 
put the Holy Spirit’s imprimatur of ordination on their choices. 

Is it possible that we are really called, then, as the classic quote by Ellen White suggests, 
to become pitiful? Not smarmy, hand-wringing, obsequious people like Charles Dickens’ 
fictional Uriah Heep who was always bowing and scraping and moaning piously about how very 
humble he was. Instead, God needs a church of people who have a Christlike level of being 
piti-full, overflowing with kind sympathy and unselfish, classy acts of warm hospitality. 

I can vividly recall a fall day in Washington, D.C. when I was visiting with fellow 
missionary veteran Royce Williams. He was from a different generation – I attended a Christian 
high school with his kids in Singapore – but we were now peers in gospel media work. Somehow 
a woman scarred with moral blemishes and a lifetime of misfortune came upon us, and began to 
pour out her tale of woe.  

I was inspired, first, by Royce’s patient listening. He absorbed her sad story, nodding and 
clucking sympathetically. But partway through the lonely litany, he put his hand on her arm. 
“Let’s pray,” he murmured. “Right now. Let me take your burdens to Jesus.” And without 
planning or ulterior motives or anything but Christlike instincts borne of a lifetime of service in 
the ICU of kindness, Royce offered healing with his simple prayer as the woman sobbed her way 
toward a new start. 

I was invited to speak at a singles retreat once, and it was an eye-opener. Most attendees 
were abruptly single as a result of death or a busted marriage, and I was struck by how quickly a 
person’s life advantages can be obliterated when a straying husband hits them with divorce 
papers. One such woman went from being a physician’s wife, pillar in the community, 
comfortably ensconced in a palatial estate . . . to barely eking out a minimum-wage living and 
sharing a fleabag apartment. 

One such woman – and I segue here to a parallel story – was basking in prosperity. She 
wanted for nothing. And day by day, as her Lexus glide path took her past a neighborhood 
church, she shook her head in faint derision. Poor chumps who need the crutch of religion. Good 
thing I have so many no-limit credit cards, and Susie’s doing great at Yale. 

A few months later, she, too, was among the world’s suddenly bereft. Her litigated share 
of the divorce pie wasn’t what she had hoped, and all at once, she was a woman in need. Her 
soul was bare and her cupboards as well. She had no marketable skills and the only car she could 
afford badly needed a tune-up. 

Finally, with the embarrassed air of a prodigal daughter, she crept into the parking lot of 
that church where all the saps attended. And yes, the preacher did share with her the good news 
of Calvary. But there was more. Much more. And it was all KINDNESS. 

There was a food bank she could draw upon as she struggled to get back on her feet. She 
had unresolved issues with her shattered marriage; well, there was a Tuesday evening class 
where she could dialogue and cry together with new friends whose compassion was not an act. 
She really didn’t know how to use a keyboard or resolve the intricacies of Excel, but this church 
had weekly training sessions that gave a floundering lady a new skill and a certificate just three 
months later.  

It even turned out that Manny, Moe, and Jack – yep, all three of them – were bonafide 
members of this congregation. They actually had a working ministry of fixing up sputtering cars. 
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There were three loaner cars people could borrow in the interim, and in short order, her little 
Corolla was humming nicely and driving her to a better-paying job. 

And all the way there, she could hear it playing on the local Christian radio station: They 
will know we are Christians by our love.   
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Chapter Two: Strawberries or Worms: Understanding People (And What Turns Them On and 
Off!) 
 

This is about Jane Doe. You remember her, right? Last weekend at church, there was a 
newcomer you didn’t know. She sat one row over and two back, so you caught just a glimpse. 
And especially if you are ministering in a smallish church, there is an immediately surge of 
ministry testosterone. We have A New Stranger here among us! Woo hoo! Set lasers to “capture 
and convert.” 

Obviously, our goal is to win this person’s confidence and to employ kindness as a 
powerful bonding force. But what is the best way to apply this hundred-to-one formula as 
effectively as Jesus did? He could read minds; we can’t. Jesus understood a lonely person’s 
heart; we often misread, not just the subliminal signals, but even the clearest foghorn blasts. 

I flubbed once – and it was a costly mistake. Michelle was a newcomer who had 
stumbled into the little rural church where I was a part-time pastor. She was a bright, cheery 
divorcée with a teenage daughter; it was a pleasure to have her join our worship services, to 
attend a Thursday evening fellowship. In a church as small as ours, two new warm bodies were 
an appreciable improvement. I said to Lisa more than once: I don’t want to blow this one! 

Now, Michelle sent out some encouraging vibes, but at the same time there was a natural 
reserve about her. And early on in our friendship, she had told me with pointed frankness: 
“Pastor Dave, please don’t ever just ‘stop by.’ I enjoy visiting people, but, you know, I don’t like 
surprises.” 

I wanted to abide by this reasonable ground rule, but the reality was that cell phones were 
just then coming into vogue. (I’m the last person to get The Latest Thing, hit carriage return.) I 
often spent Thursday afternoons and evenings driving around this little town, popping by to say 
hi to this person or that. Without appointments. Most didn’t mind, and although my random route 
had some false starts and stops and unanswered door knocks, I usually managed a few cheery 
visits before heading back home in the sunset. 

Well, you can tell what’s coming. One afternoon I happened to be driving right by their 
place. Sublimating Michelle’s timid warning, I eased up at the curb and waved to her through the 
open window. She came out on the stoop and we had a reasonably – I thought – cordial visit. But 
as I left, she coughed nervously and gulped out a reminder about please call first. 

Here’s the killer, and I relate this story with considerable shame. A few months later, I 
repeated the same faux pas. No cell phone, no appointment, “just passing by your street, you 
know.” This time her body English was radiating a frosty chill, and I cursed my poor judgment 
as I drove away. 

I never saw her again. Literally. From that moment on, she was not at church. Her land 
line did not function; letters went unopened. She ignored four or five abject apologies. This very 
fine woman and her daughter slipped away into oblivion, and even today I must pray that the 
Lord will find another pathway for Michelle, administered by someone wiser than I was. 

The point is that if we want to share the gospel with effective tact, we must seek to love 
and understand others as Jesus so instinctively did. Because the ultimate in kindness is to make 
people feel comfortable and safe. 

In his classic book, How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie shares this 
earthy testimonial. “I often went fishing up in Maine during the summer. Personally I am very 
fond of strawberries and cream, but I have found that for some strange reason, fish prefer worms. 
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So when I went fishing, I didn’t think about what I wanted. I thought about what they wanted. I 
didn’t bait the hook with strawberries and cream. Rather, I dangled a worm or a grasshopper in 
front of the fish and said: ‘Wouldn’t you like to have that?’”1 

Now, despite the fact that Jesus explicitly uses the metaphor of “fishing for men,” we 
don’t want to consider hurting souls as prey to be impaled on our gospel hooks. And of course, 
Christ’s motivations were impeccable; His heart desire was to heal and restore, never to exploit. 
Nothing is more unkind to a newcomer than to be made to feel like a data entry on some church 
software system. But the plain reality is that people respond to a variety of motivations, and if we 
want to manifest effective kindness – unannounced home visits may not qualify. 

So we must indeed be as wise as serpents and harmless as doves. There are Jane Does 
who are thrilled and honored when a pastor or worship leader gushes: “We have a visitor today! 
Welcome! Please stand and tell us where you’re from.” There are other visitors would die a 
thousand deaths at hearing those exact same words. Greeting Time is a sparkling stew of 
camaraderie for some and agony for others. Truth be told, even though I enjoy mingling with 
others and have been a school teacher for most of my career, something inside me still quails 
whenever someone up front says: “We’re going to divvy up into twos and threes and discuss 
such-and-such for the next ten minutes.” If you and I want to manifest true kindness to those who 
tiptoe into our ranks, we will have to winsomely untangle these threads of human response. 

There was a recent Facebook kerfuffle over this issue: should Christian churches be a 
politics-free zone? Even the discussion was lively, though (mostly) respectful, but the consensus 
was a resounding YES! Just in considering the past two American presidencies – #43 and #44 – 
the vast majority of believers who come into a church either sit on the left or the right, politically 
speaking; most of us wear either a red or a blue tie and feel quite strongly about it. Nothing will 
so turn off a seeker than to have it implied that he or she is on the wrong side or that God favors 
one party over the other one. 

The last time I was working at a church, I strove mightily to keep political remarks out of 
sermons, and soon discovered that even chance bits of Oval Office humor during potlucks were 
enough to alienate some members. Later on, my wife and I – with some relief – resumed our 
usual role as lay persons; we once had a pastor who routinely seasoned his sermons with derisive 
quips about the doofus living at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. And the nervous laughter his jokes 
elicited gave me reason to believe that, week by week, precious connective strands were being 
needlessly sacrificed. It used to be said of a noted televangelist: “It doesn’t matter where his 
sermons begin; they invariably end up at Roe vs. Wade.” And those who may have held to a 
different perspective were quickly marginalized. 

In terms of blessing our congregations, we can do no better than to prayerfully weigh the 
counsel offered by two Christian writers. Cal Thomas was – and still is – a conservative 
columnist. Ed Dobson, for many years, was a high-ranking lieutenant in the Moral Majority 
organization. They later collaborated on a book entitled Blinded By Might, strongly urging 
Christian churches to set aside divisive partisan politics. As Dobson (no relation to James) 
moved to a new pastorate in Michigan, a friend advised him: “There are only two things you 
need to do in Grand Rapids. First, preach the Bible. Second, love the people. Nothing more and 
nothing less.” Dobson later concluded: “Much to the dismay of the politically involved religious 
people in our community, I have avoided all political activity. No debating. No television talk 
shows. No marches. No voter registrations. No public comments on politics. . . . The way to 
transform our nation has little to do with politics and everything to do with offering people the 
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gospel.” In terms of kindness and winning hearts, he adds: “If I engaged in public political 
activities, I ran the risk of alienating the very people I was called to reach.”2 

I share a personality trait with a much-valued colleague at our college: we are both 
ebullient, fun-loving teases. We can’t help it; it is such cheerful joy to be in a classroom where 
there is a built-in and captive audience that we get to joking around. And every now and then, 
humor backfires; it just does. This is especially true when a leader ad-libs or has a moment of 
spontaneous jocularity. There is a reason why pastors’ spouses kick them underneath the potluck 
table, and it isn’t to get exercise.  

On the other hand, there are many deeds of kindness that are universally treasured. 
Almost everyone loves being appreciated; it is a wonderful blessing to have someone praise or 
express admiration for a job well done. Kind words of praise for one’s children, offers of 
intercessory prayer, low-key but sincere expressions of welcome – “So glad you’re here; please 
come again” – these are reliable ways to establish friendship and a comfortable level of trust.  

For a wonderfully challenging decade, I was privileged to write sermons for a national 
radio ministry. Believe me, I was thankful that we weren’t “live”; I wrote scripts, prayed over 
them, reread and rewrote them, asked friends to look them over . . . and then did it all over again. 
Write, edit, repeat. Every word I wrote and every text I quoted, we all knew full well, would land 
on virgin soil. And I recall wincing when a colleague of mine, still getting his feet wet across the 
hall in the website division, routinely tried to post bulletins written in a slapdash and politically 
tone-deaf way. All of us with the opportunity of making church a healing balm need to daily 
paraphrase King Solomon’s prayer: Give your servant a discerning heart. 
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Chapter Three: How to Keep People Away from Your Church  
 

Okay, I will very gently nudge up against the political boundaries of the previous chapter. 
A city here in Southern California recently got some unwanted media scrutiny when three 
busloads of undocumented children showed up for immigration processing. A number of local 
citizens met them with banners and signs, basically saying: “Go away. We don’t have the 
resources, and you’re really not wanted here.” 

That’s a painfully difficult civic issue with moral ambiguities aplenty, so let’s choose to 
focus instead on our churches and the impression they create. Some churches don’t hoist 
physical pickets in front of CNN cameras, but actually seem to have adopted a slogan of “Go 
away!” A pastor friend of mine recently lamented that the church where he worked explicitly did 
not want to appeal to new members. Evangelism was not a priority; the current church was a 
comfortable size, populated with people who all liked one another. Except for the nettlesome 
matter of Matthew 28’s Gospel Commission, why mess with a pleasing and homogeneous 
equilibrium?  

But for the vast majority of Christian communities filled with an honest desire to exude 
kindness and draw newcomers to the cross of Jesus, there is much for us to ponder. Do we truly 
give off an open and welcoming aura? Do people passing by on the street, or those who bravely 
venture through the front doors, quickly get the idea that we are thrilled, not just for this 
fragmentary visit, but for the eager possibility that we might be honored to invite them in as 
family? 

Someone suggested, perhaps in a moment of tongue-in-cheek frustration, that I approach 
this topic from the negative side of the ice pond. (That’s referring to the old joke about a church 
that was so forbidding and cold they rented out ice skates to get people down the center aisle.) So 
let’s try. 

I recently visited a new church, and I literally could not find out where to go into the 
building. This sanctuary was built up on a hill, and there didn’t seem to be any clearly marked 
front. I wandered here and there in the outdoor heat and finally eased myself through a 
propped-open door. That led me into a seldom-used and murky corridor that went nowhere in 
particular. A good five minutes later I finally stumbled into an abandoned foyer yawning with 
lethargy; a couple of guys were lazily jawing about this and that, not really looking up as I went 
past them. I finally found the Bible study group, sat down and dabbed at my perspiring forehead. 
(Don’t fall over in a faint, but I haven’t been back.) 

So if your church really would just as soon have people stay away in order for your cozy 
church family to have more potluck desserts all to yourselves, make it hard to find the entrance. 
Pay for just a cobweb-covered generic website with no map and no details about this weekend’s 
services. When people pull into the parking lot, ignore them. Once they get into the foyer, hey, 
parents will enjoy the adventure of exploring on their own to see where classes and activities are 
offered for Billy and Susie. (Better yet, don’t even provide activities for the kids; that should 
eliminate a lot of clamor and discarded baby wipes right away.) 

Obviously, preaching the straight word is more important than gushing over visitors. 
Unkempt, stale-smelling restrooms will give people a vivid taste of mission service. Inept PA 
systems and outdated PowerPoint files can provide some highly amusing moments (this is 
actually true), especially when the cut-and-paste feature has the same typos happening over and 
over again. Not long ago, I didn’t just learn that Jesus is our closest friend – I learned it five 
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times in less than two minutes. 
(This exercise is really dragging me down, plus it appeals to my sarcastic side – a part of 

my personality my wife Lisa suggests doesn’t really need additional nurturing. Let’s switch 
back, shall we? And this matter of a kindness quotient is something we can profitably consider 
on both a micro- and a macro-level.) 

I have been to some wonderful churches – both within my own denominational 
fellowship and elsewhere – and it’s wonderful to pass along what obviously works. Churches 
with a commitment to drawing people in with kindness are intentional and scrupulously 
professional about how they meet and then treat visitors. Parking lots need to be wide-open with 
preferred slots for visitors, well cared for, and staffed with greeters. Sincerely welcoming people 
at multiple contact points seems to be very important: handshakes, smiles, enthusiasm, nicely 
printed bulletins or sermon resources. Care packages for the kids. There should be maps all over 
the place, offering easy-to-follow directions to: the adult sanctuary, children’s areas, restrooms, 
lunch area, juice bar (if it exists.) Things need to be clean: hymnals in their places, restrooms 
pristine, fresh-smelling, and fully stocked, toddler areas cheerfully supervised. The grounds need 
to be well cared for; signs and message centers and bulletin boards must be professional and 
up-to-date. Obviously, phone messages and web pages need to be zealously fresh. I once called a 
church in April and was (this is more sarcasm, so . . . bazinga!) thrilled to be invited to last 
year’s Fourth of July party. (At least I think it was last year’s; the recording might have said 
something about America’s bicentennial celebration.) 

In his book, The Purpose-Driven Church, Rick Warren has sage counsel regarding a 
church’s atmosphere. “At Saddleback we are fanatical about creating a light, bright, cheerful 
environment. Visitors can sense this the moment they enter the facility. Lighting has a profound 
effect on people’s moods. Inadequate lighting dampens the spirit of a service. Most churches are 
far too dark. I believe that church buildings should be bright and full of light. God’s character is 
expressed in light. I John 1:5 says, ‘God is light; in Him there is no darkness at all.’ Light was 
the very first thing God created (Gen. 1:3). Today, I think God would like to say ‘Let there be 
light’ to thousands of churches.”1 Additional tips he shares include: relaxing but upbeat Christian 
background music as people enter, a good PA system, comfortable seats and temperature, and 
adequate space. He tacks on a whimsical recommendation about having a lush variety of plants 
right in the church, noting that people will say: “At least something is alive in this place!” 

Christians with a passion for fostering a church atmosphere of true kindness can hardly 
do better than to prayerfully absorb Warren’s entire volume; it is a godly manual for growth. 

So a kind church is a comfort-creating haven. A kind church is kind people who are 
thoughtfully making others feel welcomed and genuinely appreciated and safe. 

On a level, though, that transcends freshly shampooed carpets in the fellowship hall, what 
about the theological spirit of your church home? Reverting again to our devil’s advocacy 
platform, or what Ricky Ricardo used to disdainfully call “reverse psychology,” if you want to 
keep people away from your church, you can hardly do better than to foment a church split and 
then zealously nurture it. Leadership magazine once posted a cartoon that made pastors giggle 
until you could hear a pin drop. Right down the middle of the sanctuary, pews all face the 
hard-core right or the loony left; smoldering parishioners are literally turning their backs on each 
other. And the caption sadly laments: “Pastor Jones has recently become aware of a split in the 
church.” 

Any church that harbors or enables controversy is doomed and its attendant spirit of stiff 
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unkindness is a dooming and damning agent. A newcomer can quickly sense the rumbles and 
undercurrents of unresolved issues, whether they involve theologies or personalities. Horror 
stories are too numerous to cite, but the Bible plainly teaches that God’s people are to seek unity, 
pray for unity, forgive for the sake of unity, and personally sacrifice in order to achieve it. Jesus 
told His own often fractious team: By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you 
love one another (John 13:35). 

This does highlight a 2000-year-long struggle within the Body of Christ: reconciling our 
desire to also be kind and longsuffering toward the malcontents and divisive among us with our 
heartache at the miasma of intolerance they sometimes actively create. Jesus admitted in His 
parable of the wheat and the tares (Matt. 13) that evil influences will always be present within a 
church. And the reason is clear: An enemy hath done this (v. 28). At the same time, both He and 
the apostle Paul strenuously insist that the community of faith is morally obliged to enforce and 
preserve the church as a peaceful and peace-loving body. Any man or woman whose presence 
and sinister influence is robbing the church of its kindly influence needs to be dealt with and, if 
necessary, banished. 

I appreciate an anecdote shared by a spiritual lieutenant of PTL’s Jim Bakker. Richard 
Dortch joined his boss in serving some jail time for church-related transgressions and he later 
wrote books outlining his repentance and lessons learned. Years earlier, he was once called to 
litigate a crisis at a local church where the elected treasurer was wreaking havoc on the church’s 
tranquility. The man was bossy, domineering, and rabidly off-putting to pillars and seekers alike. 

Dortch sat in on the meeting for just a few minutes before he could sniff the spiritual 
poison heavy in the air. Before long, the church board timidly voted to approve such-and-such 
ministry proposal and the few line-item dollars the budget allowed. Before the last “ayes” were 
tabulated, this beefy guy at the end blurted out: “I won’t write the check.” 

There was a long, insidious silence, what writers call the “pregnant pause.” Finally 
Dortch cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon. I thought I heard you say you wouldn’t write the 
check.” 

“That’s right,” the treasurer huffed. “I won’t write the check.” 
Here’s how Dortch describes his own emotional state as he found his moral equilibrium 

and voice. “After I caught my breath, I regained my composure and simply stated, ‘Well, sir, if 
that’s the case, then we would be willing to accept your resignation. Your unwillingness to 
follow what the board has decided makes you unqualified for the office.’”2 

What happened? The man stomped out, peace and tranquility reigned once again, and the 
church became the haven of kindness Jesus intends for His people. Sometimes the kindest 
soldiers in God’s army speak softly and carry a big stick. 
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Chapter Four: How to Love Others Without an Agenda 
 

My late cousin Morris Venden once observed that if he were Jesus, he would have 
pink-slipped all the disciples a long time ago! “Get out of my sight, you miserable twelve. Give 
me a new batch ‘cause, man, I’m starting over.” I realize that What Would David Do? isn’t 
exactly catching on as a national slogan, but I think I can add two bits of advice to the list by 
“Uncle Morrie.” I certainly would have counseled Jesus: “Hey, don’t spend a lot of time with 
these ten lepers. Nine of them won’t have the common courtesy to thank you when they realize 
they just got healed; they won’t even slow down.” 

Following up on what looks to me to be exercises in futility, I probably would have 
steered Jesus clear of the miracle of the loaves and fishes. There’s little evidence that very many 
of them “got it,” or comprehended that lasting spiritual bread was the main thing the Savior was 
about. It was a miracle that pretty much went in five thousand tummies and right out again. Jesus 
got a reputation as a walking cafeteria and the benefits to the fledgling church stopped right 
there. 

Which brings us to an unavoidable question. Are we willing to be kind and generous if 
the rewards we reap fall far short of the hundred-fold returns promised in E. G. White’s classic 
statement? If we would humble ourselves before God, and be kind and courteous and 
tender-hearted and pitiful, there would be one hundred conversions to the truth where now there 
is only one. What if visitors greedily take our Friendship Packs and our free babysitting nights 
and our cooking seminars and the other assorted charities and kindnesses we can muster up . . . 
and then fail to fulfill their end of the bargain in a baptismal tank? 

We’ll explore sanctified motives a bit later, but let me share a confession. Years ago I 
spent three wonderful years helping serve at Upper Room Fellowship, a church largely made up 
of young Korean professionals. Lisa, one of our brightest and energetic of members, got the idea 
for a neighborhood Food Bank. Once a month, she proposed, we would simply offer bags of 
groceries to hurting people who lived all around us. 

None of us wanted to think cynically, but of course, the thought did occur: Okay, so 
what’s in it for us? How will this be more than a rerun of the old Steve Miller rock hit, “Take the 
Money and Run”? 

Lisa blithely suggested that we improve our odds by distributing the bags of staple items 
along with a brief song service and devotional. So that sounded feasible. Her optimism extended 
to the idea that some of these down-and-outers might even be willing to take Bible studies. All of 
us stared at her with facial expressions that said: In what parallel universe? 

This being said, I stood up in front the weekend we debuted the program and posed this 
sermon question: “Are we willing to be chumps for the Lord Jesus?” What if we give away food, 
and people just grab it and split? What if we pour $500 a month down this new spiritual rat-hole 
and after a year, haven’t added a single soul to our membership rolls? What if this new ministry 
fills stomachs but bypasses hearts? 

This takes us to a core principle we need to embrace within the Body of Christ: being 
relentlessly kind to others regardless of how it “pays off.” Jesus loves people; we must love 
them. Jesus is kind; we are kind. Jesus poured Himself out for others without a great focus on 
measuring results; we are commissioned to do the same. We must master the principle of what 
some call disinterested benevolence. It’s a Christian ideal going back to the 1800s, and expresses 
the vision of abandoning self-love and simply helping and serving others for the greater good. 
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In his standout book, Love, Acceptance, & Forgiveness, Jerry Cook tells about one of his 
parishioners who was running a Bible study in her home. But she was thinking of quitting the 
venture. “Why?” he asked. She told him that visitors were coming into her home, smoking 
cigarettes, and stinking up her new drapes. 

Well, I can identify with that concern. I don’t remember that anyone has ever smoked in 
our house either, and I would look at them cross-eyed if they did. But Jerry Cook has a sobering 
answer. “Do you want sterile drapes,” he asked, “or do you want to expose hurting people to the 
love of Jesus?”1 Then Jerry points his gospel dart right at me and you and adds: “Love means 
accepting people the way they are for Jesus’ sake. Jesus hung around with sinners and if we’re 
too holy to allow people to blow smoke in our faces, then we’re holier than Jesus was.” 

I had a similar story during my few colorful years of part-time ministry in that rural 
church. (This is my effort to balance out the anecdote about Michelle.) A woman named Nancy 
slowly drifted into our sphere of influence – largely due to the free food and other et ceteras, and 
soon she and her two boys were coming to church quite regularly. But I must say that this family 
lived in perhaps one of the most rundown communities I’d ever seen. Trash and weeds and 
junked cars created a certain uneasy aura and I knew they were attending services out of quiet 
desperation. 

It often fell to Lisa and me to provide them with a ride to church. I was glad to oblige; 
three new visitors were a valued asset (so much for the disinterested benevolence.) 
Unfortunately, these precious souls climbed into the back seat of my new Camry each weekend 
reeking of Essence of Wet Dog. I mean, they vibrated with corrupted canine odors; the scent 
lingered well into the following week. The Seinfeld episode about “bad B.O. in the car” had 
nothing on what we were going through. The smelly dog germs were rabidly leaping from the 
dogs to the people to the upholstery in a kind of demented transitive property. (If A = B and if B 
rubs up against C, the stench from A will stubbornly cling to C.) 

But the plain reality of the kingdom is this. Drapes and cars can be cleaned. Odors can be 
overcome. But people must be unconditionally loved.  

Years later this hurting woman passed away suddenly. I was invited to come back and 
offer the funeral sermon, and I was filled with a sense of awe that, despite her rather lonely and 
anonymous life, because of our unselfish little church, Nancy died in a state of grace. Our kind 
sacrifices, which suddenly seemed not even worth mentioning, had reaped a hundredfold harvest. 

This leads us to two points. First, we must maintain a cosmic perspective. Small matters 
like dog smells and inconvenient divine appointments that make us miss the Dodgers have to be 
balanced against the lasting benefits to God’s kingdom. 

My brothers and I once did a mission trip to Chiang Mai, Thailand, that culminated in 
perhaps the most sweat-drenched evening of my life. The little host church was grateful for our 
ministry efforts; after the final service they invited everyone to come forward and stand on the 
platform as they thanked us. There was one puny fan up there, vainly pushing against the thick, 
humid air, but the intensity of that heat was relentless. The local elder was determined to give an 
eloquent and lengthy testimony for every single member of our team; there were gifts and Thai 
trinkets to pass out. The congregation was invited to sing a couple of songs, and I was astounded 
at how many verses there were. 

I stood up there, dripping in exhausted perspiration. Jesus, please help me. I’ve gotta get 
out of here or I’ll pass out. Please, no more verses; no more soliloquies. No more anythings. Just 
a closing prayer. Please, Lord. And then a quick ride in the van back to the hotel. 
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It wasn’t a fancy hotel, but I think that behind our weary, forced smiles, every Christian 
on our mission team was thinking of just one thing. On the fourth floor was a small swimming 
pool. If we could just keep surviving the head nods, the kop kuhn’s, the flower bouquets, and get 
ourselves into the deep end of that swimming pool . . . 

You know, soon enough we were there. And I think it’s perhaps a good idea to have a dip 
in the pool after a tough mission venture because it reminds us that God does offer incredible 
rewards for those who labor in His vineyard. Jesus’ parable in Matthew 20 about disgruntled 
workers laboring for varying amounts of time in the master’s vineyard makes clear that the tiny 
disparities of gospel perspiration are swallowed up in the collective glory of Paradise. The brief 
bumps of this journey are subsumed by an eternity with our wonderful Redeemer. 

The larger reality, though, is that our ministry acts of kindness are never “chump” events 
because they reflect the passion Jesus Himself feels on behalf of the lost. In the parable of the 
Sheep and the Goats, we read that all acts done to the least of these My brethren are done for 
Jesus. His heart is gladdened by each of our acts of service, whether or not we glimpse any 
temporal return.  

The same author who came up with the “hundred to one” kindness metaphor once 
addressed the attitudes of Jesus toward those who wander away and need the rescuing power of 
our deeds of kindness. “Although they have turned away from God,” she writes, “He does not 
leave them in their misery. He is full of kindness and tender pity toward all who are exposed to 
the temptations of the artful foe.”2 

One of the singularly precious experiences of my life didn’t exactly begin that way. A 
blood bank informed me I was a possible bone marrow match for a leukemia victim; would I 
possibly consider donating to save a Korean boy’s life? My first thought was to go home and 
hide under the bed. This impulse was heightened when I read that doctors would (thankfully) 
knock me out, then jab a six-inch steel needle into my pelvic bones 240 times to extract the 
marrow. I would assuredly turn black-and-blue from my waist to my knees. 

But then I began to think about Yoonah, the mom of that little boy. By now she had tried 
everything. She had desperately explored every option; she had exhausted every resource; she 
had spent down all bank accounts and shed every possible tear. There was nothing left except for 
some aging math teacher in California to say yes. I was her final lifeline. 

Beyond that, I began to sense how much Christ loved this kid. Jesus traveled from heaven 
to earth to die for Sammy; He submitted to the cross for this anonymous lad from faraway Asia. 
Donating a bit of marrow was the least I could do. 

News update: the operation was a success, Sammy lived . . . and to this day I will gladly 
tell you it was the coolest thing God ever empowered me to do. No kidding. But again, let’s 
surrender the upholstery of our cars and our drapes and the inconveniences of working at a Food 
Bank to the heart cries of our Lord: Please help me to save this suffering soul! 

Ellen White had a compelling line about the feelings of Jesus when we are unkind and 
uncaring to people around us who need saving. Notice this from her classic book, The Desire of 
Ages: “Would we know how Christ regards it? How would a father and mother feel, did they 
know that their child, lost in the cold and the snow, had been passed by, and left to perish, by 
those who might have saved it? Would they not be terribly grieved, wildly indignant? Would 
they not denounce those murderers with wrath hot as their tears, intense as their love? The 
sufferings of every man are the sufferings of God's child, and those who reach out no helping 
hand to their perishing fellow beings provoke His righteous anger. This is the wrath of the 
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Lamb.”3 
So the essence of Christian kindness is to love as Jesus loves. It’s as simple as that. 
By the way, we did start that Food Bank and a bunch of people showed up, hands 

outstretched. But a few did indeed seem to get a blessing from the praise songs and Pastor 
Dave’s little homilies. When I suggested it might be fun to have a pizza Bible study every 
Thursday night, four of them actually began dropping by. I would pick up three cheese pizzas 
from Little Caesar’s; I still remember saving up the invoices for $16.26. Would Upper Room 
ever recoup those invested funds? 

Well, a few months passed and we actually baptized all four of those people. Week by 
week, these four rather grubby down-and-outers would proudly come into our sanctuary like they 
owned the place and sit next to Korean ER doctors and lawyers and anesthetists. A few years 
later, I had moved on when someone emailed to tell me that Lupe had succumbed to cancer. I 
returned to Upper Room Fellowship (URF), grateful for the invitation to say a few words. When 
it was my turn, I reflected in quiet amazement that here was a Korean church, pastored by an 
aging white guy; we were serving in a suburb with a mostly Chinese demographic, and Lupe had 
been one of God’s Hispanic treasures. “If there is any more beautiful portrait of the Body of 
Christ,” I said soberly, my eyes damp, “I can’t imagine where we would find it.” 
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Chapter Five: Authentically Nice (How To Be Real and Nice At the Same Time) 
 

A pastor was shaking hands after church one day and saw Fred standing in the greeting 
line. Oh no, he thought. I promised this guy I’d keep him in my prayers . . . and I just plain 
forgot. Now what? Fortunately, he still had about 20 seconds and two interim hands to shake. 
This gave him the opportunity to murmur inwardly: Dear Lord, please bless Fred, amen. “Hey! 
Fred, old friend!” Squeeze. Sanctified empathy face. “Man, I’ve been prayin’ for you.” 

There is kindness that is faked. There is kindness that is formulaic. There is kindness that 
is fatuous – an illusion. 

But once in awhile we’re blessed to meet a giant whose kindness is pure legend. 
I’m writing this in a humid August day, but we are still basking in a cool breeze of 

rejoicing that just blew through Southern California. The Dodgers were playing the Atlanta 
Braves and my granddaughter was tormenting me by feigning a devotion to the Tomahawk 
Chop. (Kira’s name has been struck from the Smith family will for the present). After the first 
inning, Alanna Rizzo breathlessly told the TV audience to stay tuned for a huge breaking 
announcement. 

Well, pitcher Hyun-Jin Ryu said something incomprehensible in Korean and we all went, 
Huh? Then “The Wild Horse,” Yasiel Puig, grabbed the mike and blurted a few parallel lines in 
Spanish; the Smith household still had a collective blank look. 

But then utility fielder Justin Turner, a goofy grin on his face, provided the translation 
from heaven. “Hey, everyone. What these guys are trying to say is that Vin Scully is coming 
back for another year of Dodger baseball!” And pandemonium ensued. My family literally stood 
up in the living room and we all saluted the TV. 

If you don’t reside within the broadcast range of Vinnie’s voice, you need to understand 
that Dodger audiences have been in love with this gracious, wonderful gentleman for sixty-five 
seasons. He is a pro; he knows baseball cold; he is a fount of fascination and information; he 
analyzes games and describes scenarios and fills our imaginations with word pictures. 

But most of all, he is an unfailingly kind and humble man. He literally treats every 
person, everywhere, with generous respect. I’m lucky enough to have a tattered lineup sheet he 
autographed for me, and I’m telling you, that slip of paper is going into the casket with me 
someday. 

Here’s my point, though. Vin Scully has literally earned his credibility and his range of 
influence through the decades by his unfailing kindness and grace. He is too gentlemanly to ever 
do it, but if Scully were ever to use the media waves in order to invite his legions of fans to join 
the Runners-In-Scoring-Position Presbyterian Church on Lasorda Lane, that sanctuary’s 
membership rolls would explode overnight. 

Such is the power of lasting and genuine kindness. 
Imagine with me a church family where everyone is kind. Not occasionally kind, but all 

the time – all day, every day. They are winsome; they are sweet. Their words are encouraging 
and brimming over with hope. As one theologian put it, “Everywhere they go, they turn water 
into wine.” This is a church spilling over with the geysers and fountains of sacrificial love, of 
relentless thoughtful care. 

Oh, and just one more thing. The people at this church – they mean it. Their kindness is 
not an act; it is real. It springs from hearts that are wholly transformed to be like the generous 
heart of Jesus Himself. 
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I read a wrenching story once about a man who had a bad experience on some sloppily 
kept airplane. He wrote a letter to the corporate office to complain, and soon received an 
incredibly detailed response. The president wrote to apologize and thank the writer. Further, he 
stated, the airline was going to pull this particular plane out of service and give it a most 
thorough scrubbing: inside and out. Seat cushions shampooed, lavatories sanitized and freshened 
up like English gardens. Every bread crumb and leftover copy of USA Today would be 
vacuumed into oblivion. Beyond that, the entire airline was reevaluating its procedures regarding 
cleaning schedules and the rotation of custodial crews. Of course, “We have you to thank for 
these renewed efficiencies. If I can ever be of service, etc., etc., etc.” 

The recipient felt a brief glow of satisfaction. Then he noticed that his own complaint had 
inadvertently been tucked into the envelope. And along the margin, the CEO had scrawled: Send 
this idiot our usual “clean-airplane” letter. 

Tales of hypocrisy are delightful to tell when they’re about other people. Going back to 
the 1972 lopsided presidential race, candidate George McGovern confesses that he met a man at 
a political rally. The guy looked familiar, but McGovern – who had already shaken a bazillion 
hands that week – couldn’t place him. So he determined to fake it. “Hey there! So good to see 
you again! It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” After a bit more safe small talk, George fell back on the 
old standby. “So how’s your wife?” 

The guy with a McGovern button looked a bit downcast. “Well, you know, I lost her.” 
Gulp. Still in fake-it mode, the senator allowed his own eyes to mist over. “Oh, of course. 

I remember now – hearing that she passed away. What a shame. So how are you doing?” 
The guy looked startled. “What? I just meant I lost her in this crowd. I think she’s in the 

ladies’ room.” Oops. According to the election results, McGovern must have pulled off such 
social faux pas approximately eighteen million times, because that’s how many votes Richard 
Nixon beat him by.   

So how can we as dedicated Christians learn the art of genuine kindness? Can we 
transform ourselves into “The Caring Church” and have it be the real deal and not a carefully 
crafted façade? 

Let’s consider, first, that kindness is a choice, just like dieting or exercise or daily 
devotions. To paraphrase President Lincoln: “Most people are about as happy (or kind) as they 
make up their minds to be.” We can get up in the morning and simply pledge – prayerfully 
seeking God’s assistance – that we will make the deliberate choice to be kind. As we meet 
people, if there’s a choice, we will say the kind thing. We will pray for opportunities to radiate 
goodwill. We will explore ways to encourage others. At the community college where I work, 
anyone can log onto the Internet and send a coworker an “Applause Form.” It takes just moments 
to dash off an email appreciating an underling for some favor they’ve done for me. I can do 
online recommendations for students; I can scribble a note of thanks for a teacher’s sage advice 
about a PowerPoint file. Lately, I’ve made a determination that after church, I will head toward 
the platform instead of the back door. Why? Because it takes about one minute to find one 
person to thank for their job well done. Kimo Smith, our amazing organist. Or the children’s 
pastor who told such a cute story. A violinist in the orchestra. Even the lady with the headset 
who runs the TV camera from the back of the sanctuary. 

Many kind gestures take but a moment, but what if they don’t? What if being kind 
absorbs the precious minutes we would prefer to hoard for ourselves? I recall a fellow teacher 
whose pop-in visits to my office oozed into a lot more time than I wanted to give him. I still 
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fidget a bit when this happens, but I am trying to pray for Jesus to give me the same patience He 
demonstrated when the crowds pushed and clamored for an inordinate dose of His attention and 
blessings. As a believer, I have an infinity of time waiting just beyond those pearly gates we see 
up ahead. 

Almost always, there is a kind or a less-than-sensitive way to express something. I am 
sometimes astonished when fellow Christians grumble that some corporation’s employees don’t 
say “Merry Christmas” to every single shopper coming up to their cash register. Now, I bask in 
the Christmas season; I really do. It’s the most wonderful time of the year, and Jesus is the 
reason why. At the same time, I want to have a winsome nature; I want to make my friends 
comfortable. Some of my favorite students are practicing Muslims. I don’t go out of my way to 
make them feel marginalized during a season where the entire state of California is already 
radiating sectarian good cheer from Bethlehem. 

If you’re like me, it’s hard to learn people’s names. Every semester I have to attach about 
250 names to fresh faces, and I don’t do it well. I complained to my wife once about how hard it 
was, and she fixed me with an accusing gaze. “Do you even remember my name?” 

I replied weakly, “Why do you think I call you honey most of the time?” (I just looked it 
up. Lisa – I’m pretty sure of it.) 

But Dale Carnegie tells the amazing story of a man named Jim Farley. Decades before 
the invention of Facebook, he mastered the art of making and keeping friends. He was diligent at 
learning names. He didn’t have a photographic memory, but after chatting with a new friend, he 
would create a meticulous record: occupation, spouse’s name, where children were going to 
school. If they met a year later, because of his painstaking and recent review, he could instantly 
greet him by his first name, and ask about Peggy and the guy’s prize rose bushes.  

Carnegie once asked him: “How do you do it?” And Farley replied very simply: “Hard 
work.” He wanted to be known for his kindness, for his people skills, and he was. 

Carnegie asked further. “Is it really true that you can call ten thousand people by their 
first name?” 

He hesitated. “No, I can call fifty thousand people by their first name.” And in the 1932 
presidential election, when Jim Farley decided that he was personally in favor of a governor 
named FDR, most of those 50,000 friends – and many of their friends – all voted the same way 
Jim Farley did.1 

All through this amazing book, though, Carnegie makes the same point over and over. 
Kindness must be real. It must spring from the heart. A plastic, pasted-on smile fools about as 
many people as a recorded voice gushing “Welcome to ABC Bank! It’s our pleasure to serve 
you!” or a Stepford Wife whose digital larynx keeps purring: “Oh, baby, you’re so muscular!” 
When we greet people, we must mean it. When we ask about the family, we need to have a true 
caring heart about people’s divorces and wayward children and lost jobs. When we promise to 
pray for someone, we must really and truly pray for them. Caring Christians keep their word and 
keep their appointments. 

In Becoming a Contagious Christian, Bill Hybels has a chapter entitled “The 
Attractiveness of Authenticity.” He addresses spiritual realness in all its forms; in terms of our 
topic of authentic kindness, we can’t do better than to reflect on the poignant moment just before 
Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. What was He doing? Jesus was crying. He was deeply moved 
in spirit and troubled, John writes (11:33). Christ was genuinely affected by the heartache all 
around Him.2 
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A songwriter named James Rowe once mused about how the world’s fleeting hypocrisies 
and pleasures call to us. Madison Avenue and Amazon pretend they “know” us. Political junk 
mail clogs my in-box; almost all of it attempts a veneer of familiarity. “David, we need you!” 
Pretending to care is one of the most worldly of trademarks. So: “Earthly pleasures vainly call 
me; I would be like Jesus. Nothing worldly” – the artificiality of our ambitions, the faint praise as 
we climb the ladder – “Nothing worldly shall enthrall me; I would be like Jesus.” 

And then the chorus reminds us, as Paul does, that we need to have the mind of Christ. 
Be like Jesus, this my song; 
In the home and in the throng. 
Be like Jesus all day long! 
I would be like Jesus. 
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Chapter Six: Creating a Culture of Kindness 
 

I know we all remember going to Grandma’s house. During my Thailand missionary-kid 
days in the 1960s, we especially lived for those precious times spent back in America with 
generous, fun-loving grandparents. I had two sets – Venden and Smith – and both were havens of 
sweet, cheerful kindness. On the Venden side, it was Cheerios and applesauce, endless baseball 
games with Grandpa as permanent pitcher at a nearby park, and the thrill of evangelistic 
meetings. The Smiths offered lime sherbet, Disneyland, and a huge RCA Victor color TV with 
very few restrictions! 

But on both sides, it was pure kindness. My grandparents were thoughtful, sweet, 
soft-spoken people. They cared deeply about their grandsons; they were solicitous of our feelings 
and encouraging of our childish goals and dreams. They nudged but never criticized; they 
exhorted but didn’t preach. (Okay, Grandpa Venden did preach a little bit, but he always meant 
well!) 

When we ponder the dream of a “culture of kindness,” we get this image of a haven, a 
sanctuary. Fans of the Lord of the Rings franchise will remember Rivendell, where a weary 
traveler immediately knew he was safe. Such a place must commit to and seek an atmosphere 
where safety and kindness are present all the time; calm and joy need to be the actively sought 
default mode. 

Back in the 1960s, President Lyndon Johnson and his cabinet created a vision they 
dubbed the Great Society: program after program designed to ease the burdens and resolve the 
challenges of life. Without getting into the political deep weeds, I think we can see a positive 
parallel within the church: an elegant, caring place where we provide sustenance and 
encouragement and help to one another.  

In one of my favorite books, C. S. Lewis employs a number of metaphors I find helpful. 
First, he almost echoes the LBJ motif in suggesting that the church ought to have a communal 
culture marked by sharing and humility. Beyond that, he writes tellingly: “[The church] is to be a 
cheerful society: full of singing and rejoicing, and regarding worry or anxiety as wrong. Courtesy 
is one of the Christian virtues; and the New Testament hates what it calls ‘busybodies.’”1 At the 
close of Mere Christianity, he returns to the idea, describing the “New Men” as a grand society 
of spiritually awesome people who calmly have things all together. They are kind; they are 
generous with their time; they are never flustered; they seem to always be so joyfully centered. 

So how does a local church create this kind of culture? First, everyone, from the pastoral 
team on down, must come to the cross and have hearts melted by the grandeur of what Jesus has 
done for us. It’s really not possible to harbor an unkind heart or a parsimonious spirit when we 
understand just how generous our Redeemer has been. I mentioned to Lisa recently that my 
theology has distilled itself down to nine words: “Jesus paid it all; all to Him I owe.” 

I was attending the National Religious Broadcasters convention quite a few years ago 
when I saw a movie star duck his head and walk into the room. “Wow!” I said to myself. “That’s 
‘Jaws!’” Sure enough, born-again stunt actor Richard Kiel had just made an entrance. In the 
long-running James Bond film franchise, he played the silver-dentured bad guy hired as a 
low-level hit man in The Spy Who Loved Me and Moonraker. 

Now, across a crowded ballroom, there was nothing particularly noteworthy about Mr. 
Kiel. But as I timidly approached him and accepted his proffered handshake, I became vividly 
aware that he was a towering seven feet tall! My hand was dwarfed in his! I was truly thankful 
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that Jaws now had a friendly, pearly-white smile and, more important, the gentle Jesus abiding in 
his heart, because he could have easily snapped my head off or tossed me off a train like he did 
to Gene Wilder in Silver Streak. My point is that until we get close to our suffering Lord, 
hanging on the cross, we’re not really and properly in awe of His overflowing love. Hearts are 
tenderized by a proximity to Calvary. 

Then the church must eloquently and regularly commit itself to being a community of 
kindness and forgiveness. In Love, Acceptance, & Forgiveness, Pastor Jerry Cook tells about a 
fellow pastor who had fallen into adultery and had his marriage break up. Months later, this 
broken man and his new wife literally couldn’t find a place to worship. Pastors met him in the 
parking lot and stiffly asked him to leave. Now desperate, he pleaded over the phone: “Can we 
come this Sunday? We don’t want to embarrass you; we’ll just watch from the video overflow 
room.”  

“Listen,” Jerry assured him, “you be there and I’ll welcome you at the door.” 
He describes how this trembling, repentant sinner grabbed Jerry, buried his face in Jerry’s 

shoulder, and cried like a baby. “Jerry, can you love me? I’ve spent my life loving people but I 
need someone to love me now.” As a result of this church’s pledge to kindness and forgiveness, 
that wayward pastor was fully restored to ministry. And Pastor Cook outlines his church’s 
clearly articulated Magna Carta; he describes it as a bold commitment: “The minimal guarantee 
we must make to people is that they will be loved – always, under every circumstance, with no 
exception. ‘If you come around here, we are going to love you.’ The second guarantee is that 
they will be totally accepted, without reservation. The third thing we must guarantee people is 
that no matter how bitterly they fail or how blatantly they sin, unreserved forgiveness is theirs for 
the asking with no bitter taste left in anybody’s mouth.”2 

None of this mitigates the reality that sin must be addressed; healing must travel through 
the valley of repentance. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7) is eloquent about sacrificial 
love and turning the other cheek and giving to the needy; it’s also tough-as-nails about divorce 
being wrong and hatred being the moral equivalent of murder. Paul pulls no punches in saying 
that some sinners who defiantly cling to public sins must be sent away for the protection and 
nurture of the church’s health (I Cor. 5). Still, the church must be a tender hospital for the frail 
and damaged who really seek restoration. 

So a structure of kindness must be put in place. Sermons and Bible classes need to focus 
on building this kind society. Church services should reflect kindness and thoughtful care for 
visitors. Church board meetings should have the church’s kindness culture as a premium agenda 
item. The church budget should indicate that care for the suffering and gracious service to all are 
top priorities. 

Additionally, the church needs to address divisions and argumentative flash points, and 
find gracious ways to move away from splits and factions. Let me say again: as we draw close to 
the foot of the cross, some of our cherished debate points shrink into insignificance. 

This brings us to the important matter of kindness-and-theology. Again returning to Mere 
Christianity, C. S. Lewis closes the book’s preface with the metaphor of a great and welcoming 
house – perhaps an inn. As we stand in the foyer, we are relieved to be in this safe place with 
such a fine and honorable heritage. But then we must move to a particular room: a denomination 
with specific beliefs and doctrines and theological convictions. Immediately we notice that our 
friends in a nearby room have some differing conceptions. Some are still waiting out in the 
hallway, having not yet made up their minds. Oh dear! What to do? Lewis closes: “If they are 
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wrong they need your prayers all the more; and if they are your enemies, then you are under 
orders to pray for them. That is one of the rules common to the whole house.”3 

Theologically speaking, consider that kindness is an elusive whisper if we are shouting 
out that all those around us are “wrong.” Now, it is unavoidable that doctrines can be either true 
or untrue. Lewis again: “Being a Christian does mean thinking that where Christianity differs 
from other religions, Christianity is right and they are wrong. As in arithmetic – there is only one 
right answer to a sum, and all other answers are wrong: but some of the wrong answers are much 
nearer being right than others.”4 The same can be said for denominational differences, of course. 

I spent a childhood in Thailand and watched (and helped a bit) as my parents labored to 
graciously tell their newly won friends that the Christian faith offered something more than what 
their Buddhist heritage provided. But it is hard to kindly suggest, especially to young people, that 
they step away from the religious and national heritage cherished by their family clans and their 
entire nation. I’m currently writing a series of love stories where “Rachel Marie” and her fellow 
teachers at Bangkok Christian School have to be winsome at respecting the positive aspects of 
Buddhism while sharing a wonderful something more. “Amazing Love, how can it be, that You, 
my King, should die for me?” 

I heard a wonderful sermon just this past weekend where Pastor Randy Roberts offered 
biblical assurance to thousands with this simple but compelling promise from I John 5:11, 12. 
And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has 
the Son has life. Beyond that, I have come to appreciate the way the late John Stott finally came 
to address some of the contentious debates that create tension and rob the Body of Christ of its 
collective will to be kind. “In my view, the biblical teaching” for such-and-such truth, he would 
calmly say, “is not plain enough to warrant dogmatism.”  

In a wrenching book entitled United By Tragedy, David Wilkins describes his family’s 
horror when his son, Monte, was killed in a Swissair plane crash. Airline officials were kind and 
solicitous, of course, offering the Wilkins family every possible courtesy. But he was especially 
struck by the deep spiritual care he received from Captain Dan Dearing of the Salvation Army, 
Captain John O’Donnell, a Roman Catholic chaplain, and Pastor Greg McMullin, rector of an 
Anglican church in Halifax, near to where the doomed plane went down. During the terrible days 
which followed, this grieving Adventist family was ministered to by these servants of God. 

And David, who confesses he had always grown up with a rigid sense of denominational 
divisions – and perhaps even a level of mistrust – had his entire philosophy be transformed by 
these godly encounters. “God would completely dispel that limited thinking,” he confesses. “I 
would observe the many hands of Jesus Christ at work in those days – and long afterward. I 
found fellowship and acceptance with people of many divergent beliefs. Somehow, even in the 
midst of my own pain and grief, our gracious God broke through the heavens and showed me 
many hands that touched mine, arms that embraced me, and tears that flowed in sympathy. Few 
of them were Adventists; all of them were Jesus’ disciples. . . . I was learning, what matters most 
isn’t whether we have learned exactly the same theology, but whether we love and serve the 
same Jesus. The body of Christ began to look a lot more inclusive than I had formerly thought.”5 
He concluded later, in thinking about the wellspring of kindness offered by these three men, that 
they were the pure epitome of the too-often-casual slogan: WWJD. 

Just a few months later, David was blessed to attend a Promise Keepers conference. Forty 
thousand men were invited by the speaker to count three, then shout out the name of their 
denomination. Of course, the result was a cheerful and unintelligible hubbub. “Now,” the same 
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speaker said, “let’s count three and all holler out: ‘Jesus is my Friend.’” This time the cry was a 
throaty and powerful testimony clearly heard and understood in neighborhoods all around. 
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