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Introduction



My daughter, Shelley, and I boarded the plane in Phoenix feeling fortunate that we had been bumped to first class. I was assigned 4A, however, and she was seated in 7A, both window seats. All twenty-eight seats in first class were full, so we were hoping that someone would be willing to change seats so that we could be together for the four-hour flight.


Shelley said to the man seated in the aisle seat beside 7A, “Would you be willing to change seats so that I can sit with my father?”


“Is it an aisle seat?” the man asked.


“No, it’s a window seat.”


“Can’t do that,” he said. “Don’t like crawling over people to get out.”


“I can understand that,” Shelley responded as she took her seat.


A bit later the man who had been assigned the aisle seat beside me arrived. I said, “Would you be interested in sitting in 7A so that my daughter and I could sit together?”


He glanced back at 7A and said, “I’d be happy to.”


“I really appreciate that,” I said.


“Not a problem,” he replied with a smile as he picked up his paper and moved to 7A.


Later I reflected on that incident. What accounted for the two different responses? The men were about the same age; late fifties or early sixties was my guess. Both were dressed in business attire. Yet one held to his aisle seat with tenacity, while the other freely gave up the aisle to accommodate our desire.


Could it be that one man had a daughter and the other did not? Could it be that the man who freely gave up the aisle seat really preferred a window seat? Or was it just that they had gone to different kindergartens and had different mothers? Had one been taught to share and help people, while the other to “look out for number one”? Did one have a loving gene that the other did not get?


For decades I have observed similar events, both large and small, and have asked myself, What makes the difference between “lovers” and those people who seldom show an attitude of concern and care for others? What are the characteristics of loving people? How were these character traits developed?


In the past year, trying to answer these questions, I have traveled the country observing behavior, interviewing people, reading available research, and examining religious teachings and practices. I have also drawn upon my thirty-five years of experience as a marriage and family counselor.


In the course of this study of love, I’ve named what I believe are the seven characteristics of a loving person:




• Kindness


• Patience


• Forgiveness


• Courtesy


• Humility


• Generosity


• Honesty


These seven traits are not vague feelings or good intentions. They are habits we learn to practice when we decide to become authentically loving people. They are basic, practical traits that are doable in everyday life. Yet the result of making these traits a habit is remarkable: satisfaction in relationships.


Love is multifaceted. It is like a diamond with many surfaces yet one display of beauty. In a similar way, when put together, the seven key characteristics of love form a loving person. Each trait is critical. If you are missing one in your relationships, you are missing something significant.


I believe these traits are the keys not only to successful relationships but to success in all of life. That’s because the only way to find true satisfaction in life is to love others well.


How to Use This Book


In Love as a Way of Life you will find many stories from people across the country who have discovered, or are trying to discover, the joys of living out the seven traits of a loving person. You will also find practical ideas on how to develop these characteristics in your own life. Let me suggest that you not rush through the book but instead take the time to explore each facet of love in every type of relationship in your life. With that in mind, please note that each chapter in Part Two includes the following elements:




• Questionnaire. This simple self-test will challenge you to think through how one of the seven loving traits is shown in your life. I encourage you to take this test before you read the chapter in order to alert your mind to your strengths and weaknesses in relationships as you read about the character trait.


• A new definition. Early in each chapter I provide my definition of what a certain character trait looks like in the context of authentic love.


• Habits to acquire. Because each of the seven traits of a loving person is a habit, acting them out in daily life is built on smaller habits. The boxes throughout a chapter give you ideas about how to make the concept of loving authentically a reality in your life.


• Competitors. We wouldn’t need any book on love if we didn’t have emotions, personal weaknesses, and circumstances to overcome in our relationships. Each of the seven character traits has many competitors, or enemies, but usually one competitor stands out. In this section of each chapter, I’ll briefly look at one thing that might be working against developing a particular character trait in daily life. When we are alert to the competitors to love, we are better able to overcome them.


• “What would your relationship be like if. . .” I’ve found in my own life that it helps to dream about how things could be and then try to make those dreams real. This section, at the end of each chapter, encourages you to realize how different your relationships could be if you made some changes, even small ones, in how you relate to others.


• Making it personal. Whether you are reading this book alone or sharing the journey with a group, the questions at the end of each chapter will help you reflect on how the subject of the chapter relates to your life in specific ways. Since the goal of this book is that you not only will learn about love but will also become a better lover, at the end of this section I offer suggestions for personal growth.


Love as a Way of Life is for anyone who wants to have better relationships and succeed in life. Nothing has more potential for changing the world for good than loving actions that flow from people who value relationships. And as we’ll discover, nothing brings more joy than genuinely loving others.


I have written this book not in the technical language of psychology or sociology but in the language of the man and woman who live down the street. I believe it is the common person like you or me who holds the key to creating a world in which relationships are valued above all else, in which serving others is normal and expected, in which children grow up to respect each other—yes, even love each other. This is not an impossible dream. It is in fact a dream within reach of each of us.




LOVE AS A WAY OF LIFE





Part One
WHY WE WANT TO LOVE






CHAPTER ONE
The Satisfaction of a Loving Life



It is one of the beautiful compensations of life, that no man can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON


You are a person with multiple relationships. Those relationships may include neighbors, coworkers, children, a spouse, parents, siblings, and friends. They undoubtedly include the clerk at the grocery store, the guy who just came to fix your plumbing, and even the woman who called you during dinner last night to ask you to take a “quick survey” although she wasn’t “selling anything.” In fact you have some kind of relationship with every person you interact with every day.


If you are like most people, you want to have the best possible relationships. However, it’s likely that you’ve discovered how difficult relationships can be. We have misunderstandings over who gets the car, who washes the dishes, and even why someone left the coffeemaker on overnight in the break room.


When your close relationships are strained, you wonder if you’re missing something, maybe something that other people have found. If love is so important, and you know that you love someone, why is the relationship still painful?


True Success


In my counseling office I have listened to hundreds of people share their stories of broken relationships and shattered dreams. Just last week a man told me, “I never thought this is where I would be at the age of forty-two. I have two broken marriages, seldom see my children, and have no purpose for living.”


Most of us begin our adult journey with high aspirations. We expect to work hard, make money, accumulate things, have loving families, and enjoy life. For many people, these dreams turn to nightmares before the midpoint of life. The message of hope that I have sought to share in my office through the years is that life is not over until it is over. Today is the day to turn your life in a positive direction.


I believe the key to success is discovering the power of loving others. What does true success look like? Everyone seems to have a different answer: money, promotion, fame, tenure, winning the game. All these are legitimate pursuits, but what is the one thing that gives a true sense of accomplishment? My own definition of success is “leaving your corner of the world better than you found it.” Your “corner” may be focused on a single town or a neighborhood within a city, or it may carry you to dozens of countries. Whatever your sphere of influence, when you are seeking to enrich the lives of others through relationships, you will find the most satisfying form of success.


The truth is, you are made for relationships. To experience the richness of loving relationships is better than anything money, fame, or professional acclaim could bring. If the word love sounds nebulous right now, my hope is that this book will help you see what love looks like in daily life. When we love others because we value them as individuals, we experience a joy unlike any other.


When you seek to enrich the lives of others,
you find the most satisfying form of success.


Why Another Book on Love?


The key to finding joy in loving others is to focus on giving love, not on getting it. That reality is my primary motivation for adding another book on love to the thousands of articles and hundreds of books that have been written on this topic in the last fifty years. Most of what has been written focuses on “getting the love you want.” Receiving love is a beautiful result of loving others, but the pure joy of love comes first from having a loving attitude, no matter what we get in return.



AN ATTITUDE OF LOVE



More than a decade ago I wrote a book on how to express love effectively in our relationships. The Five Love Languages has now sold more than four million copies in the United States and has been translated into thirty-five languages around the world.1 In The Five Love Languages, I looked at five primary ways we give and receive love:




• Words of affirmation


• Quality time


• Gifts


• Acts of service


• Physical touch


Each of us speaks some languages more naturally than others. If we speak the love language of someone else, she will feel loved. If we fail to speak her language, she will feel unloved even though we are speaking some of the other love languages.


The feedback from readers has been extremely encouraging. Thousands have written to say in effect, “Thank you for helping me do what I have always wanted to do: love others well.”


What has been disturbing is the number of people who have indicated that they understand the concept of the five love languages but are not willing to learn to speak the love language of family members. One husband told me with great defiance, “If it is going to take washing dishes, vacuuming floors, and doing the laundry for my wife to feel loved, you can forget it.” He had the knowledge of love but not the attitude of love.


I had made the assumption that if people knew how to express love effectively, they would be eager to do it. I now realize that assumption was wrong. Love languages are important ways to communicate love, but without a basis for the love languages, our words and actions are empty.


The seven traits of a loving person are not an add-on to the five love languages; they are the foundation for every language of love. In order to love effectively in any relationship, we need to use these seven habits to cultivate an attitude of love in the most ordinary of interactions.



THE ROAD TO GREATNESS



I am convinced that most of us have a desire to be better lovers. We want not only to care for others but also to love authentically in all our interactions. We feel good about ourselves when we expend energy to help others; it seems right and noble. We feel bad when we reflect upon our selfish actions.


When all is said and done, the most satisfied older adults are those who have invested their lives in giving love away. They may be people who have accumulated great wealth or they may live on meager incomes. They may hold positions of renown or they may be unknown to the larger world. But if they have invested in making the world a better place in which to live, a smile of contentment can be found on their faces. I don’t know the details of your life, but I know that when the seven characteristics of a loving person become a natural part of the way you relate to others, you will find that kind of joy.


My desire is that Love as a Way of Life will help the husband who said “Forget it” to loving his wife realize that love is the road to greatness. I hope it will help you make the same discovery. As someone once said, everyone loves a lover. Self-centered living leaves us alone and empty. Love as a way of life leads to the deepest satisfaction possible.


The Meaning of Authentic Love


The meaning of the word love is often confusing because the word is used in so many different ways. Every day we hear people say things like, “I love the beach. I love the mountains. I love New York. I love my dog. I love my new car. I love my mother.” On a romantic evening, they will say, “I love you.” People even talk about “falling in love.” Imagine that! I sometimes want to ask, “How far do you fall, and what does it feel like when you hit the ground?”


Love is not an emotion that comes over us or an elusive goal dependent on the actions of others. Authentic love is something within our capabilities, originating in our attitudes and culminating in our actions. If we think of love as a feeling, we shall be frustrated when we can’t always work up that feeling. When we realize love is primarily an action, we are ready to use the tools we have to love better.


Authentic love brings out our authentic selves,
the people we want to become.


THE BEAUTY OF AUTHENTIC LOVE


Authentic love is as simple and real as the kind of love it takes to listen to an employee who is having a difficult day, to take your kids out for a back-to-school dinner in August, to donate money to the local fire department, to compliment a friend, to give your spouse a back rub before bed, or to clean the kitchen for your roommate when you are already tired from a long day of work.


Authentic love might be as bold as the kind of love that motivates people like Ruby Jones of New Orleans. This sixty-seven-year-old nurse chose to ride out Hurricane Katrina with her eight dying patients in the hospice unit at the Lindy Boggs Medical Center when the storm hit the shores of her city. “Don’t try to be Superwoman,” her children told her. Ruby was just trying to do her duty. She reported to work on Sunday and did not leave until Thursday, when her patients were evacuated. As the storm broke windows and blew open doors, she told her patients, “We are here with you, and we aren’t going to leave.” When the medical center lost power and drinking water and began flooding, Jones continued to bathe and feed her charges and dress their wounds. When she left on Thursday after her patients had been evacuated, she was hungry and thirsty, but she had kept her promise to stay with her patients until the end. During the most harrowing moments, love for her patients sustained her.2


Recently I visited a fifty-two-year-old mother of five who was dying of cancer. I had observed her life for a number of years and found her to be one of the most loving people I had ever met. She faced death with realism yet with a positive spirit. I won’t forget what she told me: “I have taught my children how to live. Now I want to teach them how to die.” Authentic love sees even death as an opportunity to love others.



CHOOSING TO LOVE



It’s true that those who live lives of love are not exempt from the difficulties of life. If you have been told that love will alleviate all your problems, you were misinformed. History shows us that many people, even the most loving, not only have suffered earthquakes, floods, tornadoes, hurricanes, automobile accidents, sickness, and other afflictions but have even been persecuted for advocating a life of love.


How can a person endure such pain and still desire to pursue a love-filled life? Sometimes it is in the midst of difficulty that we find our greatest opportunities to experience and share love. One of the beautiful things about living a love-filled life is that we are not dependent on circumstances for our satisfaction. We find joy in our choice to love others, whether or not they love us in return and whether or not circumstances go the way we want them to.


Love might be accompanied by feelings of compassion for those we are helping. But first, love is an attitude that says “I choose to focus my life on helping others.”


RADICAL LOVE


When we love authentically, we realize how radical true love can be. Love is enough to change a superpower. For example, by taking care of the poor and loving even their enemies, Christians in the first few centuries overcame a decaying, self-centered culture. They began by loving one another in small ways, sharing possessions and food and showing compassion to women, children, and other marginalized people of the time. The power-hungry, decadent culture of the Roman Empire accepted the new sect largely because observers said, “See how they love one another.”


Serving others goes against the cultural norm of giving so we can get. We might not fit into the world around us when we set out to love others, but authentic love gives us the opportunity to discover a deeper joy than ordinary ways of the world can give.


A Matter of Survival


All this may sound good, but in a world of constant conflict, does love stand a chance? Our newspapers and television screens are filled daily with reports of our inhumanity toward one another, much of it perpetrated in the name of religion or out of personal greed. Watch any talk show and you will see that we have lost the art of meaningful dialogue. Any news program will remind us that we have little respect for those who disagree with us. Politicians and religious leaders seem to be in attack mode most of the time and rarely are willing to listen to one another.


I believe that not only does love stand a chance in this world, but in fact it is our only chance. If we can come to respect one another as fellow humans who need one another and choose to look out for one another’s well-being, the potential for good is unlimited. If we fail to do so, we shall lose our dignity and we shall use the technological advances of the last fifty years to destroy one another. If we are going to solve the problems in our global society, we need the respect and meaningful dialogue that flow from love.


Is buying a homeless woman a bowl of soup or taking your daughter to the park or driving a coworker to the mechanic when his car breaks down really going to make a difference in the world? The answer is an overwhelming yes. We might have loftier ideas of what it means to love, such as making a grand sacrifice of time or money or even giving our lives, but why should we be willing to die for someone when we won’t fill up the gas tank for her? Every trait of authentic love begins with small things.


If all of us become authentic lovers, we can make a difference in a world of turmoil. Love is not only realistic but our only hope of survival.


If you truly want to love someone,
begin in small ways.



How Can I Grow in Love?



No matter what our backgrounds are, being a loving person does not come without work. Something in our makeup as humans fights against our desire to love authentically.


The part of our nature that puts our own well-being above that of others could be considered our false self. The ego-centered pull of this false self is so pervasive that it has become a way of life for many. That is why when great lovers, such as some of the people we will meet in this book, appear on the stage, we are drawn to them. These authentic lovers are acting out the part of our nature that pushes us to love others. This true self serves others because only in serving do we find satisfaction in relationships. Whether we are conscious of it or not, when we act without love, we are not being true to our core identities. Because we are made for relationships, when we offer authentic love to someone, we are being who we really are.


Cultivating the seven characteristics of love helps us build the strongest possible relationships through our attitudes, lifestyles, and actions. When we fail to value relationships through these seven characteristics, we are negative toward others, restless, and ready to attack or defend.


When we make a decision to love authentically, our desire to grow in love and show our true selves begins to flow more naturally from our transformed hearts. Our role is to open our hearts and minds daily to receive love and to look for opportunities to share it with others. The more we do this, the more easily we love others.


THE POWER OF AUTHENTIC LOVE


The politician Lee Atwater is an example of a person who learned to live out of his true self. In the 1980s he was a successful consultant for the national Republican Party. His approach was to ruin the reputations of his political enemies by planting demeaning stories in the media. In the middle of his political career he was diagnosed with a life-threatening disease. Before his death he made telephone calls and wrote letters to those whom he had attacked, asking for forgiveness and expressing his sorrow over what he had done.


One of the recipients of these letters was a Democratic politician whose political life had been nearly destroyed when Atwater revealed an episode in the man’s past. In Atwater’s letter to this man he said, “It is very important to me that I let you know that out of everything that has happened in my career, one of the low points remains [that] episode.”


The Democratic politician was deeply moved by Atwater’s apology. He later attended Atwater’s funeral and said, “I hope those young political consultants who would emulate Atwater’s tactics of driving up the negatives of their opponents with the politics of fear will realize that Lee Atwater, confronting death, became . . . an advocate of the politics of love and reconciliation.”3 Atwater reminds us of the joy and rich relationships that come when we choose to act out of our true selves and express authentic love.


My hope is that as you go farther on the path of true love, you will enjoy seeing your attitudes and behaviors change. The journey toward a new level of loving will not end at the final page of this book, but reading stories about the seven traits of a loving person will allow you to taste the fruit of love and never again be satisfied with the dullness of a self-centered lifestyle. If you are successful, building genuine relationships will become such a habit of your days that the greatest joy you know will be in making love a way of life.


Making It Personal


Are you ready for the journey? If so, then perhaps you would like to sign the following commitment:


“I commit myself to reading and discovering the seven characteristics of love discussed in this book. I will seek to cultivate my heart with love for others. I want to love others as I in turn deserve to be loved.”


Name________________________ Date_________


1. How would you define success? How does your life today reflect the fact that you view success in that way?


2. How much of your life right now would you say is spent in expressing love to others?


3. Can you recall a specific act of love you have performed in the past week? How do you feel about what you did?


4. Of the seven characteristics of a loving person—kindness, patience, forgiveness, courtesy, humility, generosity, and honesty— which one comes most naturally to you right now? Which one is the most challenging?





PART TWO
THE SEVEN SECRETS TO LOVE






CHAPTER TWO
Kindness



DISCOVERING THE JOY OF HELPING OTHERS


No act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.
—AESOP


“I’ve got this thing for people who are left out,” Sylvia says. “When I saw him come in that first day, I made a special effort to say hello. He was scruffy, so I was drawn to him.”


In his mid-fifties, James spent much of his time sleeping and drinking. He was homeless, but the local shelter wouldn’t take in people who drank. So James, with a small group of his friends, slept in the city park. He started working at Sylvia’s office after a couple who reached out to the homeless community had helped him find a job.


Sylvia, an energetic grandmother and part-time receptionist, made it a point to look for James every time she was at the office. He told her about his family and his past. They got to know each other.


When James told Sylvia he was going to New Mexico for a while, she wasn’t sure she would see him again. Four months later he returned with news: He had cancer. He had gone to say good-bye to his mother, but she had turned him away. Now, scared and alone, he was back in town.


“He lived in a shoddy motel for a while because he wasn’t sick enough to be in the hospital,” Sylvia remembers, “but within a few months he was in a nursing home with government assistance.”


Since James received no visits from his family, Sylvia started visiting him regularly as his health declined. They talked about his memories from childhood and the dreams he had about heaven. They talked freely of his fears and hopes about death. Over the months, Sylvia watched his body deteriorate as his pain increased. When James was too weak to talk, she held his hand and sang to him. When he died, Sylvia was the only person there.


“I don’t remember thinking I was being kind,” she says now. “It was just the thing to do. I talked to him. Paid attention to him. So many people are alone in this world; James didn’t have to be.”


Kindness means noticing someone else and recognizing his needs. It means seeing the value in every person we meet. And like every trait of a loving person, kindness can be much simpler, and more powerful, than we realize.




	Is It My Habit to Be Kind?



	As you take the following self-test, consider your most common words and actions. You’ll quickly see that the goal as authentically loving people is for c to be the most natural answer to every question. But it’s important to be aware of where you are now as you take steps to loving more authentically.



	1. When I am in a public place, such as a clothing store, I. . .



	a. Find myself snapping at people who get in my way.



	b. Try to engage with as few people as possible.



	c. Enjoy any opportunity to smile at someone.



	2. When doing good for someone involves a sacrifice of time, money, or convenience on my part, I . . .



	a. Dismiss the idea without seriously considering it.



	b. Am willing to sacrifice if I know I’ll get something in return.



	c. Consider whether the sacrifice is worth it and try to make it work.



	3. When someone is unkind to me, I. . .



	a. React in anger.



	b. Try to avoid that person as much as possible.



	c. Look for a way to be kind to her.



	4. When I hear of other people doing charitable activities on a Saturday afternoon, I . . .



	a. Hope they don’t ask me to participate, because they obviously have freer schedules than I do.



	b. Feel guilty for not participating.



	c. Consider how I could do something similar in my neighborhood.



	5. When I see someone who dresses or acts very differently from me, I. . .



	a. Feel superior to him.



	b. Try to avoid him because he makes me uncomfortable.



	c. Try to engage him in some way because he might be able to teach me something.






The Key to Love


When I was growing up, my childhood friends and I were taught from the Bible to be kind to one another, but not every child in my Sunday school class was kind. Some of the children were kind until someone stole their toys, messed up their artwork, or pushed them at the water fountain. When provoked, they forgot about kindness and went back to being ego-centered children. Their behavior said, “Don’t mess with me or my stuff.” A few of the children were almost never kind. On the whole, the children with whom I grew up seemed to be kind to the children who were kind to them and unkind to those who treated them unkindly.


My observation is that adults are not much different from children in this respect. A husband is kind to his wife when she is kind to him. He willingly takes out the garbage when she has cooked a good meal. He speaks kindly to her when she speaks kindly to him. He volunteers to wash her car after she has given him a pleasurable sexual experience.


But what does it look like to be kind in the face of injustice and ill-treatment? One husband shared his experience. “I had been harsh with my wife by cutting down her ideas and telling her that what she said was not logical. I raised my voice and told her exactly what I thought. She walked out of the room, and I returned to the ball game on television. Thirty minutes later she walked in with a sandwich, chips, and a Coke, all neatly arranged on a tray. She placed the tray on my lap and said, ’I love you.’ Then she kissed me on the cheek and walked out. I sat there thinking: This is not right. This is not supposed to happen. I felt like a jerk. Her kindness overwhelmed me. I put the tray down, went into the kitchen, and apologized.” This wife demonstrated the kindness of authentic love, and it changed her husband’s heart.


The irony is that making kindness a way of life brings great joy not only to others but also to ourselves. When we are kind no matter what, we see what a difference everyday choices make.


KINDNESS: the joy of meeting someone else’s needs before your own simply for the sake of the relationship.


The Big Impact of Small Kindnesses


The four women at the corner table at Starbucks were laughing and talking. They also kept their eyes focused on the area where the cash register was located. Earlier that day they had pooled their money and bought a Starbucks gift card. “Please use this to ring up all the people placing orders until the card is empty,” they had told the clerk. Then they had sat down to enjoy one another’s company and the looks on the faces of patrons discovering that their coffee was free that day.


This same group of women spent a cold Saturday morning giving away hot chocolate to kids and parents at a junior high soccer game. They potted dozens of pansies and distributed them to residents in the local nursing home. When their friend Marcy was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis, they hired someone to clean her house once a month so she would have more energy to spend with her teenagers.


What strikes me most about this group of women is not just their commitment to acting kindly in the least expected places but their sheer delight in being kind. They love others because they know that love for the sake of love is worthwhile.


HABITS TO ACQUIRE
Be alert to the ways people around you are kind to you and others. Notice how kindness changes that encounter or relationship.


One of the steps in learning to express acts of kindness is to observe acts of kindness. Often, especially in the family, we take acts of kindness for granted. Someone cooks a meal, and someone washes the dishes after the meal, but no one acknowledges these simple but major acts of kindness. Someone washes towels, mops floors, cleans mirrors, and mows grass. These may be more than utilitarian acts; they may be a spouse’s way of expressing love. But does anyone acknowledge these actions as ways of loving?


I sometimes challenge people to record every act of kindness they observe throughout the day. Here is one man’s list of kindnesses he observed in one day:




• When I failed to respond to the alarm clock, my wife awakened me so I would not be late to work.


• When I drove out of my development, a man paused and waved me into the flow of traffic.


• When I got to the office, my administrative assistant had already booted up my computer.


• When I went for a break and did not have a dollar for the drink machine, a fellow employee loaned me a dollar.


• I went to lunch alone and was invited to sit with two men from another department. I enjoyed our conversation.


• In the afternoon, I received an e-mail from one of our customers, thanking me for the timely way in which I had processed his order. (I don’t get many e-mails like that.)


• When I left the office building, a security man opened the door for me.


• As I pulled my car from the parking lot into the street, a woman in another car allowed me to merge into her lane.


• When I arrived home, Weasels (our dog) met me at the car, wagging his tail.


• When I walked inside, my wife greeted me with a hug and kiss.


• My wife had dinner under way. I washed my hands and helped her—my act of kindness. After we had eaten, I put the dishes in the dishwasher.


• After dinner, my wife volunteered to walk the dog while I took one final look at my e-mails.


• My wife joined me in watching the news.


• Later she went with me to the mall to look for a backpack.


• Before going to sleep, she kissed me and told me she loved me. It was a good day.


Many times people are surprised at the large number of kind acts they observe in a short amount of time. When we become aware of those acts and learn to express appreciation for them, our desire to show kindness grows as well. Once we desire to become a kind person, it becomes easier to recognize opportunities for kindness throughout the day. Such opportunities abound at home, in the workplace, in the grocery store, and anywhere else we encounter people.


I remember a day I dropped my shirts off at the laundry. When I returned to my car, I found myself sandwiched between two window-less vans. There was no way I could see approaching traffic from either side. A middle-aged man walking across the parking lot saw my plight. He looked both ways and motioned for me to pull out of my cave. I gave a friendly wave and said, “Thank you.” As I left the parking lot, I thought, What a kind man! He didn’t have to do that. He could have looked the other way, but he saw my situation and chose to respond with an act of kindness.


I still remember this act of kindness though it happened almost two years ago. This man’s simple decision to stop and help me has inspired me to do the same for others. That’s the beauty of acting kindly in our relationships and encounters: One act of kindness provokes another.


Why am I including such “small” examples of love under this crucial trait of a loving person? Because kind acts, whether small or large, reflect a desire to serve others, and service is at the heart of any loving person. Kindness means serving someone else even if it involves sacrifice. The women at Starbucks sacrificed money to bring joy to others. The man who helped me out of that parking spot sacrificed a few moments of his time that day. Large or small, acts of kindness communicate, “You are a person of value.”


We cannot love authentically if we are not willing to sacrifice.


A Matter of Survival


A number of years ago George H. W. Bush, then the president of the United States, emphasized the value of community volunteers and pictured them as being a “thousand points of light” in the nation.1 His imagery and lofty challenge received considerable media attention. The Points of Light Foundation grew out of that challenge and continues to coordinate volunteer efforts throughout the country.2


Kindness is not a political issue. It is a matter of human survival. In a dog-eat-dog world, eventually there’s only one dog left. Without acts of kindness, the world becomes a dark and lonely prison for each of us. With acts of kindness, we can help one another survive.


In a dog-eat-dog world, eventually there’s only one dog left.


CORPORATE KINDNESS


We all know stories of groups of people banding together to show love to others. The popularity of the television series Extreme Makeover: Home Edition demonstrates the strong attraction people have for acts of kindness. Numerous people have told me that they cannot watch the program without shedding tears of joy for the families that are helped by Ty Pennington and his crew.


On the local scene, we have opportunities to volunteer in many ways. For instance, every year the town of Longview, Washington, has a Servant Week. Churches and organizations in Longview call up civic organizations and ask, “What can we do to serve you?” For a full week hundreds of volunteers take time out of their schedules to help with everything from painting the fence at the golf course to organizing files at city hall to spreading new mulch at city parks. People of all ages and backgrounds participate. They ask for nothing in return.


Such acts of kindness are displays of authentic love. Global catastrophes such as terrorist attacks, Hurricane Katrina, the Indian Ocean tsunami, and the AIDS epidemic of Africa often provoke generous displays of corporate kindness as well. Yet ask any aid worker or volunteer and she will say, “I’m the one who was privileged to help someone in need.”


INDIVIDUAL KINDNESS


Soon after Renee moved with her family into a townhouse complex in Iowa City, she noticed that several of the elementary schoolchildren in her neighborhood had to walk to school; their homes fell just within two miles of the school, so they were not eligible to take the school bus. Most of the children lived in low-income households. Many of their parents either didn’t have cars or didn’t have driver’s licenses. Some of the parents had to get to work early or worked the night shift and were sleeping when the kids left in the morning.


Renee knew it would be almost impossible to ride bikes on the snowy Iowa mornings that were soon to come, so she talked to the school principal about what could be done to help these kids get to school in the morning. Over the next year the principal passed Renee’s phone number on to any family in the neighborhood that needed a ride. Renee picked up and dropped off her neighbors in her minivan on her way to and from school with her son. It was a simple act of kindness that came from noticing a need and doing something about it. As a result, she formed friendships with many of her neighbors and was able to show her son how easy it can be to help others.


Although corporate kindness is extremely important, especially in times of disaster, the more important need is for individual acts of kindness that are expressed as a way of life. Almost anyone can respond to a crisis situation because the need is so glaring. It takes a truly caring person to identify opportunities of kindness in the flow of daily life.


Kindness is at its best when we don’t have to stop to think about it.



THE BARRENNESS OF BUSYNESS



We often become so involved in our own concerns that we fail to see the needs of those around us. Once we see the needs, we must take the giant step from seeing to responding. That will probably mean sacrificing one or both of two prized possessions, money and time.


We might think we have too little of either of these resources to help others. We often reason, I would get involved if I could, but since I can’t, I’ll make a contribution to charity. Making a contribution to charity is indeed an act of kindness, and sometimes this may be the best thing we can do, but most of us have room for growth when it comes to personally offering expressions of kindness in everyday life.


More than two thousand years ago (that’s two thousand years before the rush of faxes, iPods, and cell phones), the Greek philosopher Socrates warned, “Beware of the barrenness of a busy life.” We might not think we have time to compliment the receptionist or to let the person at the front desk of the movie theater know that someone’s car lights are on in the parking lot. Or we may be so preoccupied with the next thing on our agendas that we don’t even make the choice whether to take the time to be kind or not. But how much more fulfilling our lives could be if people were more important to us than the clock!


When kindness becomes a natural part of our lives, we don’t need to stop and think about whether it is worth it. All of us have different abilities and opportunities. The challenge is to use the knowledge and skills we have to meet the needs of those around us.




	The Beauty of Kindness



	One of the joys of writing this book was hearing stories from people across the country about how they have experienced kindness in their lives. Here are just a few examples of how we love one another:



	• Karen from Ithaca, New York, told me about her friend Kathy who “spent six months taking a coworker friend to chemotherapy treatments. She also picked up prescriptions and spent time with her, helping her around the house.”



	• Spencer always sneaks a note of encouragement into his wife’s suitcase before she leaves on a business trip.



	• Debbie had a surprise celebration for the office janitor’s anniversary with the company.



	• Lauren brought Chris a cheeseburger, fries, and a milk shake, his favorite, when Chris couldn’t leave the house after back surgery.



	• Thirty years later Robert still remembers the neighbor who brought him a twenty-nine-cent head of lettuce because it was on sale.



	• When Kyle arrived at work one morning, he discovered that his assistant had bought him a space heater for his office simply because she’d noticed the room got cold.



	• Joseph writes, “I love you!” in the margins of the checkbook when he corrects an addition mistake his wife has made.



	• When Helene and Alex returned from vacation, they found that their neighbor had mowed their lawn.



	• An older friend told me, “I grew up with an alcoholic father and an overworked mother. Life was hard. But I had a loving grandmother who cared for me every afternoon when I got home from school. She always had cookies and milk and hugs for me. I shudder to think where I would be today if my grandmother had not been in my life.”
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