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Chapter Two
Kindness can transform lives.
“At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by a spark from another person.”  

Albert Schweitzer

Every act of kindness, like a pebble thrown into a still pond, creates ripples.  Acts of kindness magnify.  They strengthen and unite.  However small, they are some of the most important things we can do. The check out clerk, the parking attendant, the restaurant server, the homeless, all have emotions, feelings, dreams, and inner identities shielded from life’s challenges.  A simple smile, an encouraging word, a helpful hand, can lift and absolutely transform, regardless of circumstance, age, or culture.  The great Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu wrote that “Kindness in words creates confidence, kindness in thinking creates profoundness, and kindness in giving creates love.”

My sister Cathy used to visit me when I lived in Venezuela. One day we went to a street-side cafeteria close to where I worked.  There was a little shoeshine boy who was either homeless or came from a very poor family, He stood at the restaurant entrance hoping someone would buy him a meal.  My sister and I, seeing the child, invited him in.  After eating what we thought was a very full plate, the boy went back in line for seconds, then thirds. I can still see his peaceful smile, sleeping on the table bench.  From that point on I made sure he had lunch whenever I was there.  He would always go back for seconds, thirds and then fall asleep smiling like an angel, in absolute contentment, without a care in the world. This was one of the first memories that came to me after being diagnosed with ALS.  Driving back from the hospital that day I wondered where that boy is now and I wish I had done more for him than just buy him lunch. “I pass through this world but once” William Penn wrote several hundred years ago.  “Any good thing therefore that I can do, or any kindness that I can show to any human being, let me do it now.  Let me not defer it or neglect it, for I shall not pass this way again.”

The real story of your life and mine is not about where we go, or what we have, but how we grow along the way.  Our souls are not defined or trapped by a name, a position in society, our net worth; we are defined by the people we help along the way.  As Ann Landers put it, “The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can do him absolutely no good.”  The reality is that there are an amazing number of selfless and very kind people in this world.  The people that sustain the Salvation Army, Hospice, Habitat for Humanity, Muscular Dystrophy Association, the ALS Association, the Red Cross and the many Children’s Hospitals are angels on earth. At no time in our history are more people working for others unselfishly, either through organizations or one-on-one efforts. Our best hope lies in acts of kindness without the expectation of reward. 

As George Elliston put it: “How beautiful a day can be when kindness touches it!”  Cecil B. DeMille adds to this when he wrote, “As I look back upon my life I find that the things in which I take the deepest and most lasting satisfaction are the things that involved giving more than getting.” 

Kindness is love in action. A dear colleague of mine always gives money to beggars.  He has no moral dilemma in this as he believes that regardless of how they got to their situation they are brothers and sisters.  Several months ago, caught in slow moving traffic going into New York City at the end of the George Washington Bridge, he had a life-affirming encounter.  Teetering in the median was an older gentleman holding a hand written cardboard sign that read “Hungry”.  My friend approached, rolled down the window, and gave the man money.  The beggar showed intense gratitude and, as he flashed a beautiful smile, he was transformed from an old and withered drifter to a youthful presence beaming unconditional love, stunning my friend.  Behind a car horn honked, breaking the spell and instinctively my colleague drove forward losing sight of the panhandler.   If the man teetering in the highway median was a mere mortal down on his luck or a celestial angel, it doesn’t really matter. This is stuff of kindness.
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