Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
A Resolution of Kindness

By Dr. Erica Brown

“The world is built on kindness.”

Psalms 89:3

At last week’s Friday night dinner – the last Shabbat of 2009 -  everyone had a question under his or her plate for a reflection on the past year. “What is the best book you read in 2009?” “What was your most spiritual moment of 2009?” “What was the nicest thing that someone did for you in 2009?” The person with this last question stumbled, paused and could not answer it. He then felt sad that he could not answer this question with any unusual act of kindness directed his way for the entire year that passed. That prompted a shift in conversation: So what’s the nicest thing that you did for someone else in 2009? 

Nu, what’s the answer?


We can’t wait another moment to make someone’s life more meaningful, to relieve another person’s burden, to bring a little joy into someone’s day. And then there are the more demanding acts that become defining moments for us in our relationship to others. When are we truly self-sacrificing? When can we give of ourselves without a reward or an expectation of reciprocity? What is kindness anyway?


Psalms tells us something important about kindness. The world is built on it. The world depends on it. Each of us depends on it. Like bricks and mortar, like the steel undergirding of a building, like the skeleton of a human being, it is kindness that provides the scaffolding for a life of purpose.  Kindness is not an impulse. In the Jewish tradition, it should be an involuntary reflex. It’s a regular discipline that expresses itself as compassion, consideration. sympathy and caring.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in his book To Heal a Fractured World majestically describes what it means to live in communities of kindness:
The great Jewish institutions – the home, the synagogue, the community and the school…are environments in which we are bound to one another not by transactions of power or wealth but by hesed, covenant love. These are places where we learn the intimate grammar of reciprocity, the delicate choreography of ethical intelligence, the knowledge that love given is not given in vain, and that by sharing our vulnerabilities we discover strength.
That is the point the Torah is making when it sets at key moments in its narrative, stories of hesed. Societies are only human and humanizing when they are a community of communities built on face to face encounters – covenant relationships.
Rabbi Sacks helps us see the way in which kindness – hesed – builds families and institutions, propping up the world by creating connections of love and generosity.

This year, forget the hopeless resolutions. No one is going to diet seriously when it’s freezing outside and the only relief is a large piece of cake. No one is going to go running everyday at 6:00am when it’s still dark and icicles are forming at the tip of your nose. Make the resolution that really matters, that you can really keep. Commit yourself to daily acts of kindness directed to others. Maybe next year, on the last Shabbat of the year, you won’t have to search hard to answer what the nicest thing that you did for someone was in 2010. And maybe, in thinking hard about an inventory of kindness this year, you’ll also remember the nicest thing that someone did for you. Kindness: Pass it on.
Shabbat Shalom
