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Value and Strength Based Kindness, A Political Paradigm Shift 
Kelly Know, Sunday September 8, 2019 

 
Kindness. It means different things to different people. When you think of 
kindness how does it makes you feel? What thoughts arise? What context are you 
giving it? And where do you feel it in your body?  
 
Let’s take a moment and place kindness in our minds and hearts and sit with those 
questions for a few seconds. [Count to 10 or 15.] 
 
The Kindness Project originated this year in Gloucester, MA. We did a series of 
three events called Kindness Cafes throughout the year, each was a semi-
structured conversational exploration of what kindness means to ourselves, our 
families and the greater community. We chose topics that build upon themselves 
and created unique decks of cards with conversation starters for those topics. In 
November we will have a Big Gloucester Kindness Bash for world kindness day, 
which is always the second Wednesday in November. 
 
Planning events cause me great stress. The day before our first Kindness Café, I 
was on the phone with my friend Jonathan, one of the Kindness committee 
members. He was kindly listening to my frantic chatter. I very clearly recall him 
saying with his goodbye, “who could argue with kindness.” And that calmed me 
down. Because, I thought, “right, who could argue with kindness.” That was a 
Saturday night. 
 
Sunday morning, I go to church – the Gloucester Unitarian Universalist Church – I 
announce that the first Kindness Cafe would be that evening give a short overview 
of what to expect. Then, as usual, when the service was over, I went to coffee 
hour. I am standing alone, drinking my coffee and I over hear a conversation. And 
you know what is happening? People are arguing about kindness. I join the 
conversation and I have my first eye opening conversation about kindness.  
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One of the women had an issue with the word. She sees kindness as an ego stroke. 
A patting one’s self on the back for doing something kind. She truly dislikes the 
word. Her take on kindness is that it is superficial. Again, it was fabulously eye 
opening and I nearly begged her to come to the café, but she declined. 
 
What I have learned after three Kindness Cafes is that kindness is anything but 
superficial and I wish my friend had joined us so she too could embrace the 
complexities of kindness.  
 
Newt Gringrich.  
 
According to Harvard University political scientists Daniel Ziblatt and Steven 
Levitsky, Gingrich and his speakership had a profound and lasting impact on 
American politics and the health of American democracy.1 
 
They say that Gingrich instilled a "combative" approach in the Republican Party, 
where hateful language and hyper-partisanship became commonplace, and where 
democratic norms were abandoned.  
 
In short, with the guidance of Gingrich, Republicans used hateful language to gain 
power. And it worked! In 1994, for the first time in 40 years Republicans gained 
majorities in both the house and the senate.  
 
McKay Coppins wrote a piece for the Atlantic titled The Man Who Broke Politics. 
She says, and I quote, “During his two decades in Congress, he pioneered a style of 
partisan combat—replete with name-calling, conspiracy theories, and strategic 
obstructionism—that poisoned America’s political culture and plunged 
Washington into permanent dysfunction.2” 
 
I use this simplistic expression of what happened in American politics for its severe 
contrast to what we might think of as kindness. 

 
1 "How a Democracy Dies". The New Republic. Retrieved August 17, 2019 
2 “The Man Who Broke Politicsb ”. The Atlantic. Retrieved August 17, 2019 
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Democrat, Republican, or Independent this devolution should concern you. 
 
My friend who argued with me about kindness was right about one thing, kindness 
for the optics of kindness cannot correct our hate-filled political rhetoric. Nor will 
fighting back with hate. So, what do we do?  
 
This was the question I was trying to answer when I started contemplating The 
Kindness Project.  
 
I was working on a writing project and I found myself down a rabbit hole of 
curiosity that only Google can offer, when an unexpected policy paper popped up 
in my search results: Kindness, emotions, and human relationships: The blind spot 
in public policy written by Julia Unwin, a CarnegieUK Trust Fellow3.  
 
Reverend Linda mentioned the paper in a July sermon titled Kindness in Politics 
and shared this quote from Unwin “There are two lexicons in use in public policy. 
There is the language of metrics, and value added, of growth and resource 
allocation, of regulation, and of impact. And there is the language of kindness and 
grief, of loneliness, love and friendship, of the ties that bind, our sense of identity 
and of belonging.”  
 
Rarely do policy makers speak both languages. In order to develop a more just 
political system we need to elect political leaders who speak both languages. In 
order to do that, we the voters need to speak both languages – or at the very least 
have a reverence for both. Our schools of Public Policy and Law need to teach both 
languages. In order to teach both we need to create a curriculum. In order create 
curriculum we need to have conversations. 
 
You see, by its very definition, public policy in a democracy is supposed to be kind. 
PublicPolicyOnline.Com explains it this way: the formulation of public policy 

 
3 “Kindness, emotions and human relationships: The blind spot in public policy”. UK Carnegie Trust. Retrieved August 17, 2019 
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requires the ability to rigorously examine public issues and to implement ethical 
solutions that support the common good. But our politics have been co-opted by 
people seeking power in any way they can get it because they believe their policies 
are the best policies. This is true for Republicans. This is true for Democrats. 
 
What we need is a political paradigm shift.  
  
Public policy made through the lens of kindness sounds sensible. But is it? How 
does political kindness stand strong in the face of hateful rhetoric? Where does 
the power of kindness come from? Kindness is not always nice, it may not always 
be fair, but it can always be measured against the values we stand for. 
 
That means in order to bring kindness in its complex, strength-based form we need 
to explicitly understand the values we stand for. 
 
Through these Kindness Cafes, along with local political advocacy, we elevate 
conversations about kindness. As more and more people begin talking about the 
complexities of what it takes to be kind, our world will change. The people running 
for office will change. The drive for power will change. 
 
Barbara A. Oakly, a professor at Oakland University, wrote a paper on Pathological 
Altruism and Altruism Bias4. Oakly tells us that pathological altruism is when 
intended outcomes and actual outcomes are not the same. She defines 
pathological altruism as a behavior or tendency in which the explicit or implicit 
motivation is to promote the welfare of another but instead has negative 
consequences to the other or one’s self.  
 
Here are a couple examples of how it can play out in public policy based on a 
particular value of a community: 
 

 
44 “Concepts and implications of altruism bias and pathological altruism”. National Academy of Sciences. Retrieved August 17, 2019 
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If your locality believes life starts at inception and abortion should be avoided at all 
cost, to avoid pathological altruism your policies will need to be based on scientific 
knowledge. Enacting an abstinence only policy would not pass a kindness metric 
because science shows it does not work. On the surface abstinence only seems 
kind, but a deeper dive shows that enacting abstinence only policy has the exact 
opposite effect – it increases teen pregnancy and the seeking of abortions. 
 
If your community believes that people in America who have limited income 
should be supported and the causes and conditions of poverty in America 
alleviated, you would look to science and outcomes to determine who gets federal 
dollars, not history. Not political power.  
 
The federal government has provided funding to Community Action Agencies since 
1964. Grant funds are not tied to best practice nor new bold poverty shifting ideas. 
Community Action Agencies always get the money because they always have. This 
is Altruism Bias at its height. Don’t misunderstand me, I know that community 
action agencies help people make day to day ends meet and there are success 
stories of ending generational poverty. But the bureaucracy does not allow for out 
of the box thinking. 
 
Spreading the idea and energy of Value and Strength based Kindness can change 
our world. 
 
Some think this polyannish. How, you may ask, can infusing communities – one 
American community at a time – with thoughts and conversations about kindness 
cause a Political Paradigm shift? It’s just not possible. Nice idea, but . . . 
 
Adolph Hitler was a mastermind. He strategically and systematically created the 
circumstances community by community that caused the murder of 6 million Jews 
as well as others he thought were not worthy of life including the disabled, gays 
and lesbians, those who were helping to save Jewish lives and others. 
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If evil and hate can be infused into the souls of others, one community at a time 
through a strategic and structured plan, why not good and kindness? 
 
Hate is a false belief that people buy into. Kindness depends on trust and 
understanding. Kindness leads us to our emotions. Hate leads us away from them. 
 
Perhaps that makes kindness more difficult to infuse into our communities. It 
requires patience, a learning process, acceptance, understanding that one’s 
kindness is not another’s.  
 
Kindness is 20/20 – meaning you strengthen your ability to be kind through your 
lived experiences. It takes a little bit of personal perseverance to understand what 
kindness really means. I think Naomi Shahib Nye captures the need for lived 
experience and perseverance in order understand Kindness in her poem titled 
Kindness: 
 
Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 
feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 
How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 
the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 
 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
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lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 
who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 
 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing. 
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 
from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 
and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 
 
Let’s take the work of kindness seriously. Let’s work on bringing it to communities 
across America in a strategic and systematic way.  
 
May we find peace with the complexity of kindness and have empathy for 
individual interpretations. Kindness based on values, whether in our personal lives, 
or in the policies our elected official enact creates trust, safety and a sense of well-
being.  
 
May we offer acts of kindness as often as possible but more importantly, may we 
live the kind of lives that cause us to become kind. 
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Thank you. 


