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“Donna Cameron’s contagious warmth, compelling stories, persuasive logic, and useful advice make this gem a joy to read. After I finished each lovely little chapter, I understood the path to kindness a bit better, my inspiration to keep moving down that path increased, and my resolve to forgive myself and others when we slip into unkindness grew stronger.”


—ROBERT SUTTON, Professor, Stanford University, and best-selling author of The No Asshole Rule and The Asshole Survival Guide


“Just being nice will not be enough to save the civility of today’s world. It will take the patience and focus of true and loving kindness. Don’t assume you know what is needed or how to do it until you read Donna Cameron’s A Year of Living Kindly. You will find inspiration for every experience and season of your life.”


—JOHN KRALIK, author of A Simple Act of Gratitude


“This book will absolutely light your heart on fire for kindness! In A Year of Living Kindly, Donna Cameron encourages us to suspend our spectator status and fully embrace what’s happening around us. Through collected research and her own wise observations, she generously shows us how to lead fuller lives through kindness.”


—NICOLE J. PHILLIPS, author of Kindness is Contagious and host of The Kindness Podcast


“A Year of Living Kindly is not only a beautifully written memoir, it’s also an insightful and inspiring guidebook, a fountain of wisdom, and a timely gift to the world. In an era when mean-spiritedness, anger, and polarization are so rampant, Donna Cameron draws from her own lived experience, as well as extensive research in medicine and the social sciences, and demonstrates that being kind is both a challenge and our essential nature, that it makes a real difference in the world, and that it enhances our own health and well-being in the process. Highly recommended.”


—SUSAN AVERY STEWART, PhD, MFT, Professor Emerita, Sonoma State University, and author of Winter’s Graces: The Surprising Gifts of Later Life


“It’s irrefutable that being kind—on purpose—improves health and wellness. With fifty-two delicious, bite-sized chapters containing actionable examples that help readers weave intentional kindness into their daily lives, you can be sure A Year of Living Kindly is a book I’ll prescribe to my clients.”


—LAURIE BUCHANAN, PhD, holistic health practitioner, life coach, and author of The Business of Being and Note to Self


“Although being kind sounds a lot like being nice, Donna Cameron shares how these two acts are very different. A Year of Living Kindly has remarkable insights on how you can increase your dose of happiness by adding kindness into your daily encounters. In most situations, it doesn’t cost a dime, and yet you will feel better than ever. I’ve been inspired!”


—LINDA ATWELL, author of Loving Lindsey: Raising a Daughter with Special Needs


“An exquisite thread of compassion and kindness is interwoven throughout Donna Cameron’s book, A Year of Living Kindly. With beautiful wisdom and utterly clear examples, this book leads the reader to a new understanding of how to make the world a better place for all of us. I will recommend it wherever I go.”


—DANNA BEAL, MEd, speaker, coach, and author of The Extraordinary Workplace: Replacing Fear with Trust and Compassion
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Introduction:
The World Could Use More Kindness
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Kindness is in short supply these days. It’s evident on our highways, in crowded public spaces, in our political discourse, and in social and commercial media. In place of everyday courtesy, we encounter glaring contempt. Gracious acknowledgment has given way to disregard. And where polite conversation or civil debate once reigned, we are blitzed by name-calling, insults, and derision. Outshouting the other guy has become the strategy of the day. It doesn’t feel good, and it doesn’t feel right.


Beyond not “feeling” good, there’s plenty of evidence that the unkindness and incivility that surround us are destructive—to our health, our relationships, our happiness, and even our career success. And there’s a mounting body of research showing that kindness improves health and extends longevity, strengthens our relationships, boosts business success, and contributes greatly to our overall happiness. There may be a few bullies and tyrants who scoff at kindness, viewing it as a weakness, but the truth is very much the opposite: kindness is a strength, a superpower that has the capacity to transform lives and change the world.


If there’s going to be a change, it’s up to us to make it. Creating a kinder world is something we all can do—it doesn’t require rallying people or institutions, it’s not costly, we can do it anywhere and anytime. It doesn’t demand that we be smart or rich, or that we be articulate or outgoing. It only requires that we pay attention, and when we face a choice of how we will respond, we choose kindness.


It sounds simple, and it is simple . . . but it isn’t easy. We don’t always pay attention to our lives; we often act out of habit or in instant response to a perceived insult or provocation. We all have our own insecurities that propel us to act in ways that aren’t always compassionate (or even logical). We get tired, we become impatient, we grow fearful, we see slights when they’re real and sometimes when they’re not. Let’s face it, we’re human.


I’ve always admired kind people. I wanted to be more like them. It seemed to me that they travel through their days with a sort of grace that leaves pleasure and calm in their wake. It just feels good to be in the presence of kind people. Over the years, I repeatedly made a commitment to being kind—sometimes it was even my New Year’s resolution. And I was kind—until kind wasn’t easy, or wasn’t convenient. Until somebody or something pushed my buttons. Until I felt threatened or insecure or inadequate. And then I spoke harshly, or sarcastically, or simply turned my back and pretended not to see that I was passing up an opportunity to enrich someone’s day, and maybe even improve the world.


I settled for being nice.


Finally, I said I wanted to walk my own talk. I christened 2015 as my “Year of Living Kindly,” and to make it harder to let the commitment fade, I blogged about it weekly and invited people to follow the blog (https://ayearoflivingkindly.com/). During my year of living kindly, I recommitted each day to being a kind person, and each day I learned more about kindness—and about myself. Since there isn’t a kindness switch, and I had several decades of self-centered niceness as my fallback behavior, I knew I would fail as much as I succeeded. I told myself, though, that if at the end of the year I was a kinder person, I would have achieved what I set out to do.


As the year ended, I was pleased to recognize that I was a kinder person, and that kindness—while not yet my default response in every situation—was something I thought about daily and aspired to continually. I saw that bringing more kindness into my life had changed my life—in both subtle and striking ways. And I also saw that becoming a kind person is a lifetime endeavor, not something I can accomplish in a single year. So, instead of a year of living kindly, I have extended the intention of living kindly for as long as I am on the planet.


This book recounts what I learned during my year of living kindly and what I continue to learn. I’ve tried to approach kindness as I’ve tried to approach my life—taking it seriously without taking myself too seriously. I wish I could tell you that kindness has become my permanent setting and that I am always kind. But that’s not who I am. I am definitely kinder, and I am also happier, and I am committed to kindness, but I still have snarky thoughts, moments of impatience, and instances of obliviousness. I’m not the Dalai Lama or Mother Teresa in word or deed, but my world has changed very much for the better. Whether or not I ever become an unfailingly kind person, I will persist in this effort because the world is in desperate need of more kindness. And one thing I’ve learned with certainty is that if we are to create a better, safer, and more just world, we will do it through kindness.


Are you sometimes discouraged by the absence of courtesy and consideration in today’s world? Do you wish people were better able to assume the good in one another and act as if we all matter equally? Do you want to deepen your connection with life and also stand up for positive and constructive interactions among all people? If you share my belief that kindness makes a difference and can ultimately change the world, I invite you to declare your own year of living kindly.


There are fifty-two brief chapters in this book, organized loosely into four seasonal clusters and twelve broad topics. You can approach them as weekly meditations on kindness, read them all in a couple of sittings, or simply open to any chapter and see what resonates for you. Each chapter includes a few “Kindness in Action” ideas to help you think about how to apply the chapter’s concepts to your own life. Periodic “check-in” chapters help you assess how and where kindness shows up in your world (and where, perhaps, it doesn’t), and set some goals accordingly. Read this book and respond to it in whatever ways feel right for you. There is no wrong way to be genuinely kind. Welcome to the kindness community.




PART ONE:


The Season
of Discovery


[image: Images]



I. Understanding Kindness





Chapter 1:
Being Nice Isn’t the Same as Being Kind
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“Three things in human life are important. The first is to be kind; the second is to be kind; and the third is to be kind.” (Henry James)


Stories of kindness are everywhere . . . if we look for them.


Firefighters in Florida responded to a call about a man who had a heart attack while mowing his lawn during an extreme summer heat wave. After the paramedics attended to him and rushed him to the hospital, several of the firemen stayed behind to finish mowing the lawn and cleaning up the man’s yard.


A thirteen-year-old girl in Louisville, Kentucky, saw a young boy being teased and bullied by other boys over his tattered shoes. She grabbed a pair of brand-new Nikes from her closet and gave them to him.


Officers in Manchester, England, responded to a call for help from a local woman, fearing that either she or her ninety-five-year-old husband had fallen or injured themselves. What they found, though, was that Doris and Fred were lonely. The officers set the kettle on to brew and sat down to visit with the elderly couple over a cup of tea.


Kind people go beyond what’s expected of them. They go beyond the easy response to offer the best of who they are. They do it without expectation of something in return. They do it because of who and what they are and their vision of the world they want to live in.


Most people would tell you I am a nice person. I was raised to be nice. “Be nice” was one of my mother’s frequent mantras— it was repeated along with other instructions that aimed to assure that Connie’s daughters never gave the neighbors anything to talk about and also never drew too much attention (good or bad) to themselves or to her. “Sit up straight.” “Don’t bite your nails.” “Be nice.” These were the refrains of my childhood.


My mother, while generally nice, was not especially kind. Nice allowed her to keep her distance from most people and avoid connecting or interacting at more than a superficial level. She was almost always civil, but effort and warmth were generally absent for all but the closest friends or relatives, and sometimes even then her kindness was restrained. A string of losses from early childhood on had taught her not to trust or hope for too much, or to set her sights too high. She lived with a deep regard for safety and a persistent fear of more loss. With my mother as my model, I learned to be cautious, reserved, and nice.


But some years ago, I realized that wasn’t enough. I wanted to be more than nice. I wanted to abandon lingering fears and set my sights high. I wanted to be kind. There’s just something about kind people. By their actions, or sometimes by their mere presence, they make us feel good. They give us hope for the world. To me, being kind meant knowing at the end of each day that I had helped, that I was offering the best of who I am, and that I had perhaps made a difference. And it also meant spending less time looking for threats or failings and more time recognizing abundance and compassion. I saw that my life would matter if, at its end, people said of me, “She was a kind person.” I could think of no greater eulogy. So I aspired to be kind, and frequently I was. But just as often, I was impatient, I was snarky, I was judgmental, I was indifferent or simply oblivious.


Being kind—truly kind—is hard. Nice requires little effort. I can be nice while also being indifferent, critical, and even sarcastic. But I can’t be kind and be any of those things. Being kind means caring. It means making an effort. It means thinking about the impact I’m having in an interaction with someone and endeavoring to make it rich and meaningful—giving them what they need at that exact moment, without worrying about whether I get anything in return. It means letting go of my judgments and accepting people as they are. Kindness requires me to do something my upbringing discouraged—it demands that I reach out and that I take a risk.


Nice doesn’t ask too much of us. It isn’t all that hard to be nice; in fact, it’s easy. It’s also benign. Passive. Safe. One can be nice without expending too much energy or investing too much of oneself in others. One can be nice without taking risks. Nice is holding the door, smiling at the cashier; nice may even be dropping a couple of dollars in a homeless person’s hand if we do so without looking him in the eye and saying a genuinely caring word. Kind is asking how we can help, offering our hand, jumping in without being asked, and engaging in conversation that goes beyond the superficial. All of these actions have an element of risk: we might be rebuffed, ignored, or disrespected.


Years ago, I had the pleasure of knowing Dr. Dale Turner, author, speaker, theologian, and extraordinarily kind man. He always carried with him and handed out little green cards with two simple words printed on them: “Extend Yourself.” I’ve carried that little card in my wallet and had those two words pinned beside my desk for nearly three decades. It seems to me that the phrase “Extend Yourself” captures the essence of kindness. It also highlights the difference between niceness and kindness.


A life of kindness is not something that I live only when it suits me. I’m not a kind person if I’m kind only when it’s easy or convenient. A life of kindness means being kind when it’s neither convenient nor easy—in fact, sometimes it might be terribly hard and tremendously inconvenient. That’s when it matters most. That’s when the need is greatest and transformation dances at the edge of possibility. That’s the time to take a deep breath and invite kindness to dance.


Upon starting my year of living kindly, I began to recognize just how oblivious I can be at times. When my mind is occupied with work problems or planning for my next meeting or deadline, it is all too easy to neglect greeting my office mates, forget to say a few cordial words to the grocery clerk, or fail to thank my husband for filling my car with gas. I tried to pay more attention to little kindnesses: holding a door for someone or sincerely thanking someone who holds a door for me, offering to help if a colleague seems frazzled, or acknowledging people as I walk by them.


From the outset, I tried to make a conscious effort to do things kindly that I once may have done nicely. Outwardly, there probably wasn’t a lot of difference. In the past, if I chose to give a dollar or two to someone who asked me for money, I would do so quickly and hurry on, sometimes wondering if the person was really in need, or if they were just lazy and I was an easy mark. Now, I tried to pause and exchange a few words, make eye contact, and wish them well. At first, it felt awkward and clumsy. But I still noticed a feeling of connection. For a brief moment, our lives intersected, and it felt good. Now I don’t worry about whether their need is genuine or whether I am being a schmuck; I just hope in some way I am helping.


A commitment to kindness asks me to overcome barriers and sharpen skills. It asks me to engage in new ways, not just with my life but also with Life with a capital L.


It doesn’t matter if I’m the only one aware of my effort to be kind. What matters is my intention. Undoubtedly, there will be times when I slip—when I speak sharply or fail to notice an opportunity to extend kindness. But each offered kindness smooths the path of our shared journey and adds another glimmer of hope to the world. Each kindness affirms Henry James’s assertion that kindness is the most important gift we can offer.
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Kindness in Action: Think about how you interact with people throughout your days: Are you generally kind . . . or just nice? Try doing something kindly that you usually do nicely; can you feel a difference? Think about the messages you received as a child. Were you encouraged to share, to “extend kindness”? Or were you warned about scarcity, advised to hold on to what you have and keep trying to accumulate more? What messages serve you now, and what message would you share with the children in your life? Consider posting a simple reminder, such as “Extend Yourself,” where you will see it often.




Chapter 2:
If I Were Always Kind, I Wouldn’t Be Doing This
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“When we do what we love, again and again, our life comes to hold the fragrance of that thing.” (Wayne Muller)


I am not an inherently kind person. It’s difficult to admit that. Kindness is the quality I value most, yet sometimes I still struggle with it. Friends and acquaintances frequently tell me that I’m kind, and I certainly wish it were true, because there’s nothing I’d rather be, but kindness is often difficult. I can be snarky. I can be judgmental. I can be shy, abrupt, or oblivious. And cranky. For many years, I would say cranky was my default setting. Maybe that’s why my year of living kindly mattered so much to me.


I have always admired people who are kind, and I wanted to be like them. I love how good it feels just to be around them. But wanting doesn’t make it so. Several years ago, I went on a weeklong vision quest to commemorate a milestone birthday. I had no particular intention for the occasion, other than to experience something new and challenge myself physically. In fact, I deliberately set no expectations or objectives for the adventure, for once allowing whatever happened to happen without attempting to control the outcome (other than survival—that was nonnegotiable). I tend not to be a very “woo-woo” person, so I scoffed at the notion of spirit messengers and mystical experiences. I just hoped I wouldn’t encounter snakes or exceptionally large spiders.


Returning from seven days in Death Valley where I fasted alone in the desert for half that time, I was proud to have faced the physical challenge I had set for myself, but I also realized that I was carrying back a new sense of purpose I hadn’t actively been seeking. While kindness was already something I thought about and aspired to, my commitment had been, at best, halfhearted. I realized, though, that kindness had been my companion in the desert. As someone who had never before camped, backpacked, slept in anything but a comfortable bed—or even peed outdoors—I had experienced nothing but kindness: from the guides who prepared me for the journey; from my husband, who was completely bewildered by my desire to undertake this quest but who supported me wholeheartedly; from nature, which offered me breathtaking beauty and mild conditions (and no snakes!); and from myself in accepting my own inexperience without judgment. Writing in my journal and speaking to the quiet canyon that had been my temporary desert home, I recognized one true thing: living a kind life was what mattered most, and learning how to do that was the goal I placed in front of me from that day forward.


Wouldn’t it be great if I could tell you that setting the intention was all it took? But no, I all-too-quickly resumed my cranky ways, stopping and starting kindness like a sputtering engine. Sometimes I was kind. Sometimes I even went out of my way to be kind, but often I was oblivious, irritable, lazy, or just “too busy.” Our company was growing rapidly, and sixty-five to seventy-five-hour workweeks were my norm. Who had time to be kind? A few years went by; kindness was frequently in my thoughts, but I didn’t make it a priority, or when I did, the mood faded when faced with anything that made it hard or inconvenient.


Was I a bitch? No, not really, not usually. I just wasn’t ready to claim my kindness.


That’s why I finally embarked on a year of living kindly and chose to blog about it. Putting the intention out there and inviting friends and strangers to read about it meant that if I shrugged off kindness or let it fall by the wayside, it wouldn’t just be noticeable to me, but also to people who were watching my progress and supporting it. That extra visibility helped me stay focused when work deadlines or personal challenges confronted me. Best of all, I saw that kindness strengthened my resolve; it engendered more kindness, and I started to own kindness as a quality I apply in my daily life.


Huzzah for me. End of story.


No, it’s not, because kindness isn’t a destination, and it most certainly isn’t something that one achieves and from that day forward always has at the ready. What I realized as the year progressed is that kindness is something I must commit to every morning, something I keep in my awareness, and something I recommit to when I stumble off the path (which still happens occasionally and always will). It was a joyous commitment, though; it felt like I was connecting to my truest and best self. For me, blogging was the strategy that finally held my feet to the proverbial fire, but it might just as easily have been journaling, meditating, sharing my commitment with one good friend, or connecting with nature. It also helped me to recognize that there would and will be times when I fall short. I learned finally not to let perfection get in the way of intention. Each of us will find our own pathway to maintaining our commitment to change, whether it’s developing a skill, altering a habit, or adopting a new behavior. What’s yours?


I suppose if I were an innately kind person, I wouldn’t need to think about kindness; it would come naturally and easily. But there are still days when, as soon as words come out of my mouth, I recognize that they were not especially kind and contributed nothing of value. It’s gratifying to see that the more I pay attention to kindness and to my own reactions and responses, the more I am able to be kind. What we choose to say, and to leave unsaid, conveys volumes about who we are.
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Kindness in Action: Are there things in your life that you wish you had—qualities, talents, abilities, even possessions? How committed are you to acquiring them? Are there some that you think about but have little interest in striving toward? And others that you are willing to commit your energy and time to developing and achieving? We can’t go after everything that we find appealing in life, but we can focus on those things that resonate most clearly and deeply for us. Knowing what matters may be one of the secrets to a satisfying life. What matters to you? If kindness is one of the things that matter to you, make a plan for committing to it every day . . . and watch how your life changes. Look for a reinforcing activity, whether it be blogging, sharing your commitment with a friend, meditating, journaling, or whatever fuels your passion.




Chapter 3:
The Chasm between Kindness and Unkindness
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“Kindness. Easy to do. Easy not to do. Choose the latter, no one will notice. Choose the former and lives may change.” (Julian Bowers Brown)


Iam rarely unkind. I think that’s true of most of us. I can think of only a few times in recent years when I have behaved unkindly, and thinking of them makes me cringe. I may have been short-tempered with an employee, or sarcastic toward a telemarketer. I wish I could have a do-over. I’m not proud of those instances; I’ve learned that I never feel good about myself afterward. I hope they are rare and becoming rarer. But the fact that I am generally not unkind does not make me kind, just as the fact that I own a set of golf clubs does not make me a golfer.


As I tried to claim kindness as my own, I saw that it was one thing to be able to swallow a snarky remark if one is made in my direction, or to smile tolerantly if someone’s actions inconvenience me. It was another thing entirely to let the remark pass without judgment, or to genuinely accept inconvenience with a sincere and reassuring smile and without a prickle of resentment. That, I saw, was the difference between being kind and not being unkind. They’re worlds apart!


I know very few people whom I would describe as unkind, and I am blessed to know many who are extraordinarily kind. They give me hope for the world. In between, there’s a vast majority of people who are neither kind nor unkind, but who reside in that ravine between the two: a chasm of ambivalence and detachment.


I was reminded of the power of kindness on a flight home from Detroit a few years back. The airline kept posting notices delaying the flight with no explanation for the reason. I watched my fellow passengers grow irritated. They fumed about incompetence; some yelled, threatened, or cursed. They bullied and berated the gate attendant—who had absolutely no control over the situation. She apologized over the loudspeaker and assured us in a calm voice that we would be informed as soon as she was given any updates. The impatient grumbling in the waiting area got louder, and people became increasingly vocal in their anger and dissatisfaction.


As a frequent flyer, I tend to be fairly resigned to delays and always have a book to distract me from the waiting. I’ve never seen anger or impatience improve a situation such as this. As I watched the gate attendant deal patiently and respectfully with one angry person after another, I wondered if I could display the same professionalism and politeness under similar circumstances. I rather doubted it. When there was finally a break at her desk I felt compelled to say something to her—maybe I needed to differentiate myself from the pack, or maybe I just wanted to let her know that her grace under pressure was noticed and appreciated. I walked up to the desk and simply said, “I just want to tell you that I admire how professionally you are handling this. I don’t know how you are able to maintain courtesy and patience with everyone—no matter how rude they are to you. I’m sorry you have to deal with this. Thank you.”


She looked at me with relief that I hadn’t been another angry customer. Then she thanked me for my words and for easing the stress she was feeling. I sat down, glad that I had spoken up, and thought that was the end of that.


A few minutes later, I watched her take a call at her ticket desk. She spoke into the phone for a few moments, tapped on her computer, and then hung up. She looked up and around the waiting area. Her eyes met mine and she made a small gesture with her finger that I should come to the desk. When I got there she told me in a low voice that she had just learned that our flight had been canceled and all passengers would need to rebook. She asked me if Seattle was my final destination. I told her yes. She asked to look at my ticket, tapped on her computer for a few moments, and said, “There’s an American flight leaving in twenty-five minutes from Gate 17. I’ve just booked you on it. I was even able to get you an aisle seat.”


As my documents issued from the printer, I thanked her profusely. She smiled and pointed me in the direction of Gate 17. Walking away, I heard her announce the flight cancellation and saw the mass of passengers descend on her, each rushing to be first in line to rebook their flight.


Slipping into my aisle seat a few minutes later, I marveled at the fact that not only had my flight problem been resolved painlessly, I had received a wonderful lesson in the power of kindness. Choosing to say something kind to ease another’s stress had yielded a result I hadn’t anticipated and one I wouldn’t have enjoyed had I joined the belligerent throng or simply remained silent. I think I smiled all the way to Seattle.


Even if I do not behave unkindly, and even if I am able someday to dispel unkind thoughts, that will not make me kind. Kindness is a lot more than not being unkind. There’s that immense chasm between kind and unkind, and it’s filled with all the things that get in the way of our kindness, such as:


• Fear


• Laziness


• Impatience


• Indiff erence


• Inertia


• Obliviousness


• Shyness


• Habit


. . . to name just a few. At one time or another, each of these may be a barrier both to being kind and to accepting kindness from others. For me, shyness is sometimes a barrier. I haven’t entirely shed admonitions from childhood to “never draw attention to yourself.” Extending kindness might mean treading into unfamiliar territory: putting myself out there. Offering help to a stranger, speaking up, stepping in . . . these aren’t always second nature to me. We’ll be talking about all of these—and more—in the pages to come.


If I am to spend less time in the chasm and more on the kindness side of the canyon, I’ll need to climb over and out of those limiting responses. That takes awareness and action . . . and a readiness to admit when I fall short. It also takes a willingness to be vulnerable. I hope you will come to agree with me that it’s well worth the climb.
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Kindness in Action: Can you think of instances when you have been unkind or failed to extend kindness when an opportunity arose? Or when you thought about speaking up, but didn’t? How do those recollections make you feel? Self-awareness is a key element of kindness. Can you identify limiting behaviors or beliefs that may sometimes be an obstacle to your own kindness? What’s one kind thing that you can do today, or this week, to demonstrate your commitment to living a kinder life?




Chapter 4:
Kindness and Indifference Cannot Coexist
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“They say philosophers and wise men are indifferent. Wrong. Indifference is a paralysis of the soul, a premature death.” (Anton Chekhov)


While the opposite of kindness is, logically, unkindness, I think equally opposite is indifference. One cannot be kind if caring is absent. Unless we are willing to suspend our spectator status and jump into our lives, we will probably wallow in a state of relatively comfortable indifference. But indifference and kindness cannot coexist.


How many times have we seen something disturbing or inappropriate and shrugged, thinking, “It’s not my problem,” or “I don’t want to get involved”? Sometimes it’s a question of safety: Is there some potential of danger if I step in? Or disruption to our schedule: I don’t have time to get involved. There’s even something called compassion fatigue, where we are simply so burned out by all the craziness and tragedy we see in the media that we are numb to it when it’s right in front of us.


One of the most notorious examples of indifference occurred in the 1960s in New York City. A young woman named Kitty Genovese was savagely murdered in plain sight of many—none of whom lifted a finger to help. Dozens of people were awakened by her screams and even watched from their windows as she was attacked and stabbed over a prolonged period. Yet none tried to intervene or even picked up the phone to call the police. It seems unbelievable that no one would step up to help in any way. But they didn’t want to get involved; they couldn’t be bothered; they were afraid; perhaps they assumed someone else had already taken action.


Indifference to a crime such as the Genovese murder appalls us all, but at a more subtle level, don’t we demonstrate indifference to many other things in our lives, things we see around us every day: poverty, homelessness, inequality, injustice, bullying, and the ordinary needs of others? Too often, we wearily say, “What can I do?” Or we perfect our ability to ignore the problem; we shrug and look away. Sometimes—especially in the face of big issues with no easy solutions—it’s easy to forget that every kindness has a ripple, and even if we can’t solve the problem, we can alleviate the suffering or lighten the load for one person. And the action we take might inspire someone else to take a similar action and help one more person. The ripples are endless. There is no such thing as a small kindness.


We learn indifference from the people around us. Children, especially, model what they see, and from the time they are very young, they see a great deal of indifference. They may question it at first: “Why don’t we stop and help?” or “How come that man doesn’t have a place to live?” Soon, though, when the adults around them don’t seem to care, they stop caring, too. They learn indifference. They, too, shrug and say, “Whatever.”


But just as indifference is learned, so is kindness. The earlier we start learning kindness, the sooner we are able to practice it, thus staving off indifference. It’s up to each of us to resist the numbing comfort of our own apathy and practice being fully engaged in our lives.


Kindness and empathy are antidotes to indifference. We cannot force kindness, any more than we can force love or respect. But the sooner we can replace shrugs with caring, and averting our eyes with a smile and a genuine response, we will be on the way to countering indifference and engaging fully in what poet Mary Oliver calls our “one wild and precious life.”
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