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To my grandparents
Antonietta and Gaetano DiLemme
(affectionately known as Noni and Papa)
who modeled kindness as a way of life






I expect to pass through life but once.
If therefore, there be any kindness
I can show, or any good thing I can do
to any fellow being, let me do it now,
and not defer or neglect it,
as I shall not pass this way again.
—


William Penn










INTRODUCTION





I STOOD IN FRONT of the milestone birthday cards and wondered if I should just buy them in bulk. One at a time, month after month, friends were celebrating their big 4-0 birthdays.


With each celebration, and every fortieth birthday Facebook post, I started to feel the impending arrival of my day, my turn to welcome number forty. Was it really a big deal? After some deliberation, I decided on yes. Yes, it was a big deal.


In my experience, turning forty felt liberating. Up to that point, I had been creating the framework for adulthood. I was always planning for the next thing: school, career, marriage, house, kids. Each step brought me closer to answering the classic question, “What are you going to be when you grow up?” Well, now I was up. All of the pieces were in place and ready to enjoy. There would certainly be bumps, changes, and unexpected turns along the way, but I had acquired some wisdom in forty years to handle it. Another reason to throw confetti.


It became clear that my fortieth birthday was worth celebrating, but I wasn’t quite sure how to do it. A family vacation? A just-me-and-my-husband getaway? A girls’ weekend? A party?


Nothing was jumping out at me.


As I prayed about this rite of passage, a flood of gratitude overpowered any prospective birthday wish. I glanced back at forty imperfect yet beautifully blessed years, and I was thankful for all of it. Thankful for life.


I wanted my celebration to reflect this spirit of gratitude.


My initial intention was a family mission trip for Spring Break. I looked into options around the country, but my youngest child was only six years old at the time and I couldn’t find a good fit.


After some thought, I had an aha moment one morning in the shower (my own personal think box). Somewhere between lather and rinse, I decided to do an act of kindness every day for forty days leading up to my birthday. We didn’t need to travel to a far off place to help others, we could scatter love right in the midst our daily routines. That decision began an incredible journey: Forty Days of Kindness.


Before beginning my Forty Days of Kindness project, I had some cards made that shared the words of William Penn:


I expect to pass through life but once. If therefore, there be any kindness I can show or any good thing I can do to any fellow being, let me do it now and not defer or neglect it, as I shall not pass this way again.


The back of the cards simply said, “Kindness is contagious . . . pass it on.” A stack of these kindness cards, a daily journal, a list of realistic ideas, and an open heart to receive God’s guidance each day was all it took to begin spreading kindness!


The number forty, mentioned one hundred forty-six times in the Bible, is believed to be the amount of time necessary to complete a work (think forty weeks of pregnancy). Something remarkable happened to me and my family in forty days. While any act of kindness is a blessing, practicing kindness for forty consecutive days created a habit of seeking ways to help others. I began to see my day’s purpose and the people around me differently. I slowed down, looked more closely, and thought more intently about how to make a difference in someone else’s life every day. I was continually reminded that we are all connected—we’re all in this together. Every child of God has the capacity, in ordinary moments, to change a heart in an extraordinary way.


To my surprise, the best part of the journey has been the ripple effect it brought with it. My kids began asking, as soon as they got home from school, about my act of kindness for the day. Bursting with great ideas for spreading kindness, they were excited to share their own acts of kindness and the moments they’d witnessed others acting out of love. We could not stop after forty days. We had been transformed.


My family’s kindness journey was something we had kept very quiet; we hadn’t even shared it with our closest friends and family members. We didn’t want any part of it to be about recognition. But as time passed and the impact stuck with us, I couldn’t shake the thought that the experience was too good not to share. We had discovered a simple treasure, capable of creating happiness, focus, and connection. So we shared it with our pastors, Pastor Krewson and Pastor Cindy. They were instantly enthusiastic, and our church implemented the plan. As I beheld the infectious nature of kindness flourish within a community, I was sincerely thankful for having shared my story.


Forty Days of Kindness culminated on our church’s “Rally Sunday,” which kicks off the new Sunday school year. Over one hundred people participated, translating to four thousand acts of kindness!


Implementing the project was a breeze—it was a great first act of kindness for a small team of people who took the lead. We advertised for a few weeks in advance, sharing the essence of the program and the dates. We created a bulletin board featuring inspirational quotes about kindness and a sign up sheet. We included a resource table next to the bulletin board where participants could take a stack of ten kindness cards and a list of ideas for acts of kindness. And we offered opportunities to share the experience with others. During the forty days, our pastors would occasionally share the stories they were receiving from participants, stories of Christ’s love on the move through our simple acts of love.


Forty days of kindness was such a success we did it again the next year, adding a community service day for the fortieth day of kindness. We reached over ten local agencies in one day. “Community Service Saturday” has continued to grow and enrich the lives of those giving and receiving.


And the ripples didn’t end there. A woman from our church led her grandchildren in a kindness project to celebrate her seventieth birthday. (They even made her a collage highlighting the kindness scattered in her honor!) A friend of hers heard what they were doing and initiated the project at her church in New Jersey, and they are on round two of Forty Days of Kindness. My mother-in-law loved the idea and took it to her church in Ohio. Then her brother and sister-in-law led the initiative with their church in Florida for the forty days of Lent. Ripple. Ripple. Ripple.


Even with only a few people leading kindness initiatives, over twenty thousand acts of kindness were sprinkled around the country. Imagine the ripples we can all make together! I invite you to join in and spread some kindness wherever you are. Throughout the pages of this book, you will find real-life stories and valuable resources for showing kindness. You may even want to launch Forty Days of Kindness with your family, scout troop, sports team, school, workplace, church community, or neighborhood. What a profound way to unite a group through a common experience, all while making a difference within your own heart and your community.


I’m excited for you to begin your kindness adventure! As we journey together through forty ways to love and inspire others, my prayer is that each chapter will fill you with God’s love and equip you to be His hands in the everyday moments of life.







CHAPTER 1
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THE RIPPLE EFFECT





HAVE YOU EVER BEEN SO MOVED by another person’s actions that you started to see the world in a new light? Brighter. Brimming with goodness. So much goodness that you just wanted to keep it going. And going.


Many years ago, a person whose name I don’t recall and whose face I wouldn’t recognize left a lasting impact on my life with the simple gift of kindness. Kindness . . . the decision to reach out to another human being with love, just because it’s a good way to live.


It happened when I sat down on an airplane—I didn’t know that the gentleman seated next to me would turn out to be an angel in disguise. And he didn’t know that the adorable infant in my arms could wake the dead with his colicky cry . . . nor did he know that I suffer from severe motion sickness. If everything had gone as planned, he would have gotten through the entire flight without having to learn either of those interesting tidbits. But that is not how it played out. Not even close.


A quick one-hour flight became a nightmare when winter weather quite literally took us all by storm. With endless delays and ferocious turbulence, one hour turned into five, a sleeping baby turned into a screeching siren, and I turned green. In the midst of it all, the stranger beside me leaned over and calmly said, “Is there anything I can do to help you?” And help he did. Even after I desperately handed him my disgruntled travel buddy so I could vomit, he continued to selflessly offer his help. And he stayed beside me all the way to the finish line, complete with a gateless exit from the aircraft right into the roaring blizzard!


Safe and sound, with a jubilant sigh of relief, I expressed my overabundance of gratitude. I knew I would never see this person again, and I also knew I would never forget his comforting kindness. He had given me so many valuable gifts that day, without any monetary cost—acceptance, time, patience, a glass of water, an extra hand. His example was a powerful reminder that we all have the ability, in everyday life and in exceptional moments, to be the hands and feet of God on earth.


The warm memories of that chilling day have never faded, because my eyes were forever opened to the power of kindness. The ripple created by a compassionate stranger continues a decade later, inspiring my celebration of kindness and now flowing into yours. When we set kindness into motion, it takes on a life of its own. It extends far beyond our sight, beyond our comprehension.


During Forty Days of Kindness at church, one friend eagerly embraced the kindness project, while her husband, Lloyd, wasnot interested. At all. His exact words were an emphatic, “I’m not doing it.”


About a week into the forty days, he came home from a grocery run and shared that he had gathered up the carts in the parking lot and put them where they belong. Astonishingly, he proceeded to say that this was his act of kindness for the day. He admitted that kindness had been on his mind since everyone else seemed so into it, and he thought he would give it a try. (Ripple!) To this day, he still gathers up the carts whenever there is a need.


While at the store one day, Lloyd surprised even himself with a gesture that involved spending more time in line. He only had a few items to purchase, while the woman behind him had a cart filled to the top with groceries. Her fussy toddler had clearly had enough of the afternoon errand, so Lloyd invited the frazzled mom to go in front of him. Her gratitude and relieved smile further encouraged him in his kindness efforts, and he continued sending ripples of goodness out into the world.


As we dive into the splendor of kindness, we are creating endless possibilities with each gesture of love we release. Amelia Earhart describes it this way, “A single act of kindness throws out roots in all directions and the roots spring up and make new trees.”


We are all standing on the shore with shimmering pebbles in our hands. Let’s cast them into the water and marvel at the ripples!
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Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said,
rivers of living water will flow from within them.


JOHN 7:38 NIV







CHAPTER 2
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CELEBRATION OF APPRECIATION





THE DIRECTOR OF THE CHURCH worship team, Daniel, approached the Forty Days of Kindness sign-up table with tears teetering from the pools in his eyes. He was certain God had led him to church that morning to hear the presentation on the upcoming kindness initiative.


Daniel had recently gotten the news that his favorite middle school teacher was in poor health and in a nursing home. On the way to church that morning, he was thinking about the profound impact this dedicated mentor had made on his life. With a gleaming saxophone in his hand, Daniel credited his exceptional teacher for bringing out his love of music and leading him to a career as a college music professor. A reminder about simple acts of kindness was just the push he needed to reach out to his teacher with a gesture of sincere gratitude.


Daniel thought about his own students, and realized that his teacher had indirectly marked their lives too. He was eager to get to work on a thank-you note; his words were sure to be a genuine gift, bringing joy to the reader and peace to the writer.


If you have ever received a letter like this, you know it is a piece of mail that will escape the trashcan and be tucked in a safe place. It’s a cherished treasure, a tangible reminder that our work and our lives have made a difference, and a word of encouragement for a tough day.


Maybe you’re thinking of someone who has made a difference in your life. Why not grab a notecard and let them know? The mere sight of “real mail” and a handwritten note is enough to make someone’s day.


As you get into a groove of spreading kindness, you will quickly discover unlimited opportunities to express appreciation. One of my most memorable acts of kindness involved creatively thanking someone who selflessly serves the community.


My kids and I were picking up the dry cleaning. As the parade of clothes spun past on the conveyer, I couldn’t help but notice some work uniforms. I asked if there was an order for someone in public service that we could treat, and the pleasant woman behind the counter started to beam. She told me that a fantastic police officer named Pete would be in the next day. He always went above and beyond the call of duty. And he always picked up his uniform on the same day. We added his payment to our order and left a kindness card for him to receive instead of his bill. The woman working was so moved by the act of kindness that she asked if she could have a couple of the cards. Ripple.


There are countless people in our midst who serve to keep our day-to-day lives running smoothly. A simple gesture to thank them can go a long way. A note and some cookies left in the mailbox for the mailman (Girl Scout Thanks-a-Lots are great for this). A hot chocolate delivery to road workers on a cold day or lemonade on a hot day. Flowers brought to the front office at church or our children’s school. Coffee for the bus driver. A handshake and warm words of thanks to a military officer. A note of appreciation taped to the trashcan for the trash collector to find. Lunch delivery for a favorite hair stylist. An evening snack dropped off at the local fire station. And with each action, a silent prayer for the person we are reaching out to.


If you really want to get creative, here are a few fun ways to say “you’re sweet” with sweets. Just attach a notecard to the treat and brighten someone’s day:


Milky Way: Thanks! You are out of this world.


Extra gum: Thanks for going the Extra mile.


Fortune Cookies: It’s my good fortune to know you.


Snickers: Thanks for the laughs and the Snickers.


Hershey’s Hugs and Kisses: Hugs and Kisses for a job well done.


Nutella: I can Nutella how much I appreciate you.


M&Ms: Many Many Thanks!


Andes Mints: Thanks for your commit-mint.


Thanks for your encourage-mint.


Swedish Fish: You are o-Fish-ally the greatest.


LifeSavers: Thanks for being such a Lifesaver.


Take 5: Thanks for your hard work. Take 5!


Whether we are thanking someone for changing our lives, making us smile, or serving us throughout a typical day, being appreciated is appreciated! Through every word of thanks, every act of gratitude, every whispered prayer, we’re encouraging others and showing them that their lives are meaningful. We’re letting them know they haven’t gone unnoticed. We’re changing the way we view the people in motion all around us and inspiring them to do the same. We’re making the world smaller. Brighter. We’re creating a change in the atmosphere . . . a celebration of appreciation.


[image: image]


Every time I think of you, I thank my God.
And whenever I mention you in my prayers, it makes me happy.


PHILIPPIANS 1:3–4 CEV







CHAPTER 3
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EYES WIDE OPEN





“MOM,” MY SON JACK WHISPERED as he urgently tapped me and pointed at the ground. The child sitting in front of us at the soccer stadium was gaping at a perfectly sprinkled ice-cream cone through tear-filled eyes. Poor kid hadn’t even enjoyed one lick when his treat bit the dust!


The distraught boy’s father was alone at the game with three young kids, so it would have been a tall order for him to leave his seat to rectify the ice cream casualty. Before I could say a word, Jack asked if he could run out to the concession stand and get another cone.


With his Philadelphia Union Soccer scarf around his neck and a radiant sprinkled cone in his hand, he jogged up the concrete steps back to our seats. I watched my “little boy” make the day of another little boy, and I honestly don’t know which kid had the bigger smile when the ice cream exchanged hands.


This was many months after my forty-day kindness project concluded, and I was still in awe of the lasting impact it had on my family. It was no longer about planning something or wondering what our act of kindness would be each day. It now simply meant that our eyes were open to what was happening around us, and our hearts were open to making the situation better, whatever that entailed.


During this time of transformation, my husband came home from a business trip to New York with an incredible story. I remember him walking in the house and simply saying, “Something happened today.”


Where he typically would have been looking at his phone or reading on the subway, he, too, had been changed by our commitment to kindness. His new state of mind had him looking around, eyes wide open. As the train came to a stop, he noticed that an elderly gentleman had stood up too soon. The fitful jerking of the subway jostled him, and it was clear that the man was losing his balance and heading toward the floor. Fast.


My husband sprinted to the front of the train and caught the man in his arms. It was a little awkward at first for him to be holding a stranger on a Manhattan subway, but both men were filled with gratitude. One for what he had avoided, the other for what he had gained.


As we all became more in touch with our surroundings—spending more time looking up at the world around us—we were astounded by the endless needs we could meet for others throughout the course of a day. Some big. Some small. All meaningful. All doable.


We can help the person struggling to get the baby stroller through the door. Pop a few quarters into a parking meter when the time is expired. Give a tissue, a pen, an umbrella. Ask someone who looks lost if they need directions. Offer our spot in line to the person in a big rush. Go out of our way to bring an animal to safety. Alert the management that a car in the parking lot has its lights on. By being attentive, we’ll know exactly what to do.


An exciting bonus of responding to the needs around us is the effect of these acts of kindness on those who witness them. I like to think that these people get “splashed” by kindness. They aren’t pouring out the kindness, and they aren’t directly drenched by it. But they are there. And they get splashed! Chances are, someone saw that cute guy in the suit racing down the subway aisle to catch a falling stranger. They may have even gone home that night and shared the story. Maybe they were more willing to step in to help someone else because of the splashing.


Usually when we see an act of kindness, it has a way of staying with us. Many years ago, on an ugly rainy day, I noticed a car parked near me with a black garbage bag covering one of the windows. There was a note attached to the bag that said: “Sorry for messing with your car, but it was pouring and your window was down. I thought this might help.” It was signed, “Concerned stranger.” Unforgettable.


Just seeing love around us is uplifting. Restorative. It gives us that warm, goose-bumpy feeling, reminding us that pure goodness is still alive and well.


So when we are out reacting to the world with kindness, we can be encouraged that our love has a three-way impact. It pleases the pourer, delights the drenched, and stirs up the splashed. With open eyes, we can see kindness reaching far and wide.


Staying alert leads to the great privilege of helping another person at the perfect time. Here we all are. Together. The more we reach out in unity, the more unified we will be.
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So now I am giving you a new commandment:
Love each other. Just as I have loved you,
you should love each other.


JOHN 13:34







CHAPTER 4
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COURAGEOUS KINDNESS





“I DIDN’T GIVE IT ANY THOUGHT. I just knew. I knew I needed to walk over to her.” Compelled to approach the crying twenty-something woman at the airport ticket counter, my mother-in-law described her conviction as the work of the Holy Spirit. No contemplation necessary. Only action.


The distraught traveler needed to get to Chicago in a hurry, and an unexpected issue with her credit card couldn’t be rectified for twenty-four hours. Her parents were already in the air, also heading to the Windy City, so they were unaware of this complication and unable to help. Bottom line, this girl needed a ticket. And fast.
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