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 So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak 
the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one 
another.  Be angry, but do not sin.  Do not let the sun go 
down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.   

Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor 
and work honestly with their own hands, so as to have 
something to share with the needy. Let no evil talk come 
out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building 
up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to 
those who hear.  And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, 
with which you were marked with a seal for the day of 
redemption.   

Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and 
anger and wrangling and slander, together with all 
malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.   

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, 
and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up 
for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 

Ephesians 4:25-5:2 
 
 A month ago two of our favorite people were visiting 
from Texas.  They are good friends, and we loved having 
them visit, but they are really friendly.  They are not New 
Yorkers—which was most evident when we got on the 
subway.  Good New Yorkers do not talk loudly on the 
subway.  It is considered rude. 

We do not talk to random strangers on the train 
because we are on Twitter, talking to random strangers.   
We do not make eye contact.  We do not stare at anything 
that is hard not to stare at—tattoos, piercings, and body 
parts that should be covered.  We have do not-even-think-



about-speaking-to-me looks on our faces.  We practice a 
healthy, resentful silence. 
 Commuters hold on to their coffee as if it is their last 
hope.  Teenagers play the kind of games I am too smart to 
put on my phone, but which I wish I had on my phone.   
People wear earbuds which may not be connected to 
anything.   
 But our friends get on the train, sit across from each 
other and start having a loud conversation.  At first they 
talk about how much fun it is to ride on the subway, so I 
nod my silent approval of their opinions, but then they 
begin talking about the president.  We are in Manhattan, 
so theirs is probably a safe opinion to share, but just to 
stay out of trouble I act like I do not know them.  Ignoring 
them seems like the right thing to do.   

Subway cars are quiet for good reasons.  When this 
many people live this close together, we need to give each 
other space. So, for the most part, we leave each other 
alone.   

Being kind is hard in a city of eight million.   But we 
have to wonder, what would my friends lose if they 
learned to be New Yorkers?  What do we lose when we 
stop making eye contact?  Is it possible that being kind is 
more important than we realize?  
 People on the subway in Ephesus were not friendly.   
St. Paul had been on the train many times and had never 
been looked in the eye.  In the first three chapters of 
Ephesians, Paul presents the theology that undergirds the 
Christian life. In chapter four he begins describing the 
practical matters of how to live as a Christian.  Paul writes 
to people who have not learned to be kind.   



When Paul writes, “Put away falsehood and speak the 
truth” it is because they are not speaking the truth.   
During coffee hour people are exaggerating what they 
heard someone say about what someone else said to make 
it more interesting.   

“Don’t let the sun go down on your anger.  Don’t 
make room for the devil” only makes sense if angry 
church members are keeping a room open in case Satan 
drops by to remind them who they do not like.   

Paul writes “Thieves must give up stealing,” but it is 
not because rich people have a right to their stuff, it is so 
that the thieves can care for the poor.   

“Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only 
what is useful for building up.”  The people who first read 
Paul’s letter knew how easy it is to say the word that pulls 
the chair out from under someone without them ever 
knowing who did it.   

“Put away bitterness and wrath and anger and 
wrangling and slander and malice” is advice for people 
who know all about bitterness, wrath, anger, wrangling, 
slander and malice.   
 Ephesus sounds like the church ministers talk about 
at conventions:  “Did you hear First Church Ephesus is 
looking for a minister again?  I feel sorry for the sucker 
who takes that job.  I’d rather be Paul Manafort’s lawyer 
than the minister there.”    
 When we remember that Ephesians is a circular letter 
Paul’s words are even more telling.  Paul did not write 
this epistle to one church, but intended for it to be sent 
from church to church, city to city, to people Paul has 
never even met.  Paul thinks the whole world is bitter, 
angry, and malicious. 



 Paul has a point.  The world is hard and we are are 
not always kind.  We find it hard to tell the truth when it 
is not to our advantage, hard not to pass along a juicy 
story, hard to share what we have with poor people, and 
hard to let anger go when we have good reasons to be 
angry.   

Christianity begins with kindness, but somewhere 
along the way, we get skeptical and hard and begin to 
believe that kindness is weak, and resentment is strong. 

Christianity teaches us that it is okay for us to be 
weird, funny, loud, quiet, athletic, clumsy, dramatic, or 
reserved.  It is okay for us to be a thousand different 
things, but it is not okay for us to be mean. 

The German word—schadenfreude—is joy at the 
misfortune of others.  We have been secretly pleased at 
someone else’s bad luck.  Bitterness, slander and malice 
are interesting.   
   A Cherokee is teaching his grandson: “A fight is 
going on inside me.  It’s a terrible fight between two 
wolves.  One is evil.  He is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, 
greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, lies, 
inferiority, and superiority.  The other wolf is good.  He is 
joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, empathy, 
generosity, truth, compassion, faith, and kindness.  The 
same fight is going on inside you—and inside every other 
person, too.”   

The grandson thinks about it for a minute and then 
asks, “Which wolf will win?”   

His grandfather replies, “The one you feed.”   
We feed the wrong wolf.  We let bitterness take up 

residence in our hearts.  We avoid speaking to someone 
we have deemed undeserving of our attention.  We choose 



not to be kind to those we do not know.  We think of 
strangers as enemies.   

Deep in our hearts we do not believe in kindness.   
In a world that grows colder, kindness seems weak.   
In hearts that grow cold, love seems naïve.  Being clever 
becomes more important than being compassionate.   

Fred Craddock told this painful story:  I was twenty 
years old when I read Albert Schweitzer’s Quest for the 
Historical Jesus.  I found his Christology woefully 
lacking—more water than wine.  I marked it up, wrote in 
the margins, raised all kinds of questions.   

Then one day I read in the Knoxville News-Sentinel 
that Albert Schweitzer was going to be in Cleveland, 
Ohio, to play the dedicatory concert for a big organ in a 
big church up there.  According to the article he would be 
in the fellowship hall for conversation and refreshments 
afterward. 

I bought a Greyhound bus ticket and went to 
Cleveland.  All the way up there I worked on his Quest 
for the Historical Jesus.  I laid out my questions on a 
separate sheet of paper, but I made references to the page 
numbers, because I figured if there was conversation in 
the fellowship hall, there would be room for a question or 
two. 
I went.  I heard the concert.  I rushed into the fellowship 
hall, got a seat in the front row, waited with my questions.   

After a while he came in, shaggy hair, big white 
mustache, stooped and seventy-five years old.  He’d 
played a marvelous concert.  He was a master organist, 
medical doctor, philosopher, biblical scholar, lecturer, 
writer, everything.  He came in with a cup of tea, stood in 
front of the group.  I was there up close.   



Dr. Schweitzer thanked everybody: “You’ve been 
warm and hospitable to me.  I thank you, and I wish I 
could stay longer among you, but I must go back to 
Africa.  I must go back because my people are poor and 
diseased and hungry and dying, and I have to go to our 
medical station.  If there’s anyone in this room who has 
the love of Jesus, would you be prompted by that love to 
go with me and help me?” 

I looked down at my questions. They were absolutely 
stupid.  And I learned, again, what it means to be 
Christian and had hopes that I could be that someday 
(Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories, St. Louis: Chalice, 
2001, 125-126). 
 Paul writes to people who carry around a list of 
questions, who have gotten used to criticizing.  He sounds 
idealistic when he says, “Be kind to one another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another,” but Paul believes 
that God helps cynical people live with the love God has 
given us.  God replaces bitterness with kindness.  God 
gives us new, tender hearts. 
 God is the origin of every act of goodness.  God leads 
us to speak with gentleness, offer compassion to those in 
trouble, and celebrate another’s joy. 
 When we remember the kindness God has given us, 
we speak to strangers, invite people to be part of our 
church, love one another.  We pattern our lives on God’s 
attitude toward us.    
 Shortly after we moved to Brooklyn, I became 
addicted.  I started small—once or twice a week, but I got 
used to it pretty fast.  It is five days a week now.  I go 
each morning to the cart at the High Street station for an 
iced coffee. 



The first day I got in line behind a person who 
ordered in Spanish.  I do not like to brag, but I had two 
years of high school Spanish, so I decided to show off,  
“Café helado, por favor.” 

This young woman in her twenties, who is kind but 
gullible, said, “You speak Spanish.” 

I lied, “Si.” 
This became our routine.  Each morning I tried to say 

something in Spanish and she would pretend I had said it 
correctly. 

“¿Cuándo empiezas a trabajar?”  When do you start 
work? 

She said, “Tres en punto.”  I knew that was three 
o’clock in the morning, but did not know the word for 
horrible, so I just rolled my eyes.  I later learned that the 
word is horrible.   

The next day I asked, “¿Qué hora es más 
concurrida?”  What time is busiest?   

She said, “Cinco y media.”  
 I thought it was 5:30, but I was not sure, so I rolled 

my eyes again.  Rolling my eyes became my go-to move 
when I did not know what to say. 

“Gracias por perdonar mi Español.”  Thank you for 
forgiving my Spanish. 

“Tu acento es bueno.”  Your accent is good. We both 
knew this was not true, but it was kind. 

Her mother-in-law, Joanna, who also works at the 
cart, is not as forgiving.  Once on a hot day, I had looked 
up “stay cool” on google translate and said, “Mantenerse 
fresco.”   

Joanna said, “We don’t say that.” 



One afternoon when the cart was closed, I went to 
Cranberry’s and ordered a “café helado.”   

The man behind the counter said, “I’m from the 
Philippines.” 

When I got back to my regular barista I asked, “¿Te 
gusta tu trabajo?”  Do you like your job? She told me 
that she was going to night school to study engineering.   

I said, “That’s great.” 
She asked me what I do for a living and we talked 

about sacerdotes y iglesias.  
They know exactly how I like my coffee— too much 

cream, too much sugar.  A couple of times when there 
was a long line, I got this sneaky gesture and was handed 
a surreptitious coffee—which made me feel really 
important. 

I would estimate we have had about 300 short 
conversations—nothing dramatic, nothing big.  Then two 
weeks ago, she said, “This is my last day.  I got an 
engineering internship.” 

“I’m happy for you.  I hope it’s wonderful.” 
“Thank you.  I will miss you.”  
I said, “I will miss you, too.” 
I teared up a little, because it was true.  So many 

people make us feel unimportant.  The ones who treat us 
with kindness are gifts from God.  

I still do not know how to ride the subway like a 
Christian.  I love the subway, but I am afraid it makes us 
less caring.  We do not want our silence to become 
apathy.   

We do not want to learn to ignore those around us, so 
here is one thing we could try.  We could look at the 
people around us.  We could look at each face and say to 



ourselves, “God loves you.”  That crying little boy.  That 
elderly woman.  That angry man.  That bored teenage girl.   
We need to think “God loves you” so that we will 
remember that it is true.  And if there is ever a moment 
when it does not seem too awkward, we might start a 
conversation.   
 Caring for people is hard, but because God loves us, 
we can be kind.   
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