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THE SOUND OF MUFFLED WINGS 
What Would the Fruit of Kindness Look Like in My Life? 

 
 Text: Hebrews 13:1-8  
 
When the writer to the Hebrews said: "Do not forget to be kind to strangers," I believe 
he was addressing one of the most pervasive problems of human life.  After all, there 
would be no need to remind anyone of the importance of giving special treatment to 
strangers were the response that such people usually elicit in us not so often far from 
"kind" at all.  Think about the "strangers" in your world.  I'm not talking about the 
faceless masses who walk by you on the street or in the shopping center.  I'm talking 
about the folks whose lives may already touch ours, but in encounters that leave us no 
closer than before.   
 
Take, for example, the person you see quite a bit at work or school whose abrasive 
attitude really gets on your nerves; or the people you occasionally pass by at the office 
or club, whose ethnic or social style is just so foreign to yours that you can’t help but 
look down on them a bit.  Think of that person you talk to briefly at a social gathering or 
around the church, whose breezy conversation seems to invite you just so far into his or 
her life but no further; or whose interests or sense of humor leave you cold.  These are 
the "strangers" around us -- the people whose surfaces we may know well, and yet 
whose inner self and story we may hardly know at all.  These are the people to whom 
we might easily “forget” or find it difficult “to be kind,” unless perhaps we somehow 
sense something about them that it takes a special eye to see. 
 
The tale is told of an odd old man who was seen staggering through the streets of 
Florence Italy one day, dragging by a harness a great, rough-hewn slab of rock.  
Passers-by gaped and laughed at the folly of this old crank, till one of them finally 
barred his way, and demanded to know what in the world had seized him to prize this 
big, ugly stone.  With a tired sigh, the old man straightened his back, mopped his brow 
with his hand, turned to gaze at the boulder, and then with a look in the eye so keen and 
penetrating that it sent chills down the back of his inquisitor, the old man replied: 
"Because, my friend, there is an angel in that stone."  And thus, as the legend has it, 
was the beginning of Michelangelo's sculptural masterpiece, the "David." 
 
The Bible teaches that God gazes with the same keen and perceptive eyes at the stony 
surfaces of many of the people about us in life.  He sees all the unattractive elements 
that we see, only God also sees more.  He sees what lies at the center of that stone.  
I’m talking about the trembling heart at the center of people.  The heart which from their 
childhood learns to accrete to itself layer upon layer of protective behavior which over 
time hardens into a rocky prison from which we’re not sure how to escape.  God sees 
the fear of failure that causes people to wrap themselves in trivial tasks and rigid 
schedules instead of striving forth to undertake great acts of love and service.  God 
sees the fear of vulnerability that leads people to seek security behind walls of wealth 
they vainly hope will shield them from the storms of life, but which then cuts them off 
from him and one another.  God sees the fear of intimacy – the terror of being known in 
all their imperfection and rejected for it -- that leads many people to hide from others 
behind facades of arrogance, humor, busyness, or shallow words.   
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God sees all this and -- in the words of Jesus -- God longs to bring “freedom to the 
captives and release to the oppressed.1  So he does something creative.  God chips 
away at these stony prisons that keep people mere strangers to one another.  He 
hammers away with the only chisel that the Bible tells us surely casts off fear.  God 
works away at them with what the Old Testament calls “chesed” or “steadfast love,” and 
what the New Testament calls “chrestotes” or “lovingkindness.”  Do you know what 
kindness is?  Sometimes we think of it as a warm fuzzy feeling; but it’s not – at least not 
as far as the Scriptures describe it.  The fruit of the Spirit called kindness isn’t a cuddly 
emotion so much as a resolute act.  It is the stubborn extension of good deeds and 
tender treatment when little about the person seems to merit such treatment.  Kindness 
is grace with its sleeves rolled up and reaching out.  And kindness is what you and I will 
not forget to show to even the most rough-hewn strangers we meet this week, for two 
vital reasons.   
 
II 
 
FIRST, because it is the only appropriate response to God’s treatment of us.  Many 
years ago, there lived a young man named Titus who faced the same sort of struggle 
with others that many of us do.  Titus found himself the lone Christian missionary on 
Crete – an island inhabited by people so rough-cut and hard-headed that to this day we 
use the term “Cretan” as a less than complimentary word.  Apparently, Titus wrote to his 
mentor, the Apostle Paul, and told him how little he liked these rugged strangers he was 
left behind to serve.  We know that because of what Paul wrote back.  He offered some 
counsel that all of us could use.   
 
Paul said” Titus, please remember that, “at one time” or another, all of us have been 
“Cretans” in a sense.  We have all been “foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by 
all kinds of passions and pleasures.  We have lived in malice and envy” towards one 
another.  But somehow, says Paul, God was able to look beyond the stony surface, 
beyond the stupid, selfish, fearful layers.   And the “kindness” of God was exhibited in 
the fact that he chose to forgive us, to make us part of his family, to offer us the hope of 
eternal life – “not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.”2   
 
Kindness is what God showed you and me in Jesus Christ.  It is the fruit that will 
naturally be borne in our lives if our souls have really soaked up how God has loved us.  
But we will show kindness to the strangers ‘round about us for a SECOND reason too.  
It is because the next time we meet a rough-cut, hard-headed person we are going to 
remember that there just may be an angel in that stone. 
 
III 
 
British theologian, C.S. Lewis, once made a shattering observation:  "There are no 
ordinary people.  You have never talked to a mere mortal.  Nations, cultures, arts, 
civilization -- these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat.  But it is 
immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit -- [people on the way 
to becoming] immortal horrors or everlasting splendors...It is a serious thing to live in a 
society of [eternal beings], to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person 
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you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly 
tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, 
only in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or 
another of these destinations.  It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is 
with the awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our 
dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics...Our charity must 
be a real and costly love, with deep feeling for the sins in spite of which we love the 
sinner...[for] next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object 
presented to your senses."3 
 
Do you think that might have been what the writer of Hebrews was getting at when he 
cautioned us to consider the possibility that we might be in the company of "angels" 
without realizing it?  Do you think he might not have meant literal angels so much as 
eternal beings we must take far more seriously than we typically do?  I don’t know, but 
this I do believe:  If Jesus were standing here amongst us today – and by faith I 
maintain he is – he might well say this to you and me…  "Dear ones, there are people 
out there who are ugly, stony strangers to you, but I know what lies at the soft core of 
each one of them.  I know the sinful fears that bind them.  I know the hopes I have for 
them.  I know which of them is currently bound for glory and which is bound for the pit.  
And what I want you to understand is that you are one of the chisels that I want to use 
to shape that future.  I want my kindness,” says Jesus, “to impact someone’s life 
through the instrument of your life.  Will you let yourself be employed in that way?”  Will 
you? 
 
IV 
 
Christian sociologist, Tony Campolo, once told the tale of a fifth-grade teacher named 
Miss Thompson who dared to accept that role.  If nothing else I've said this morning has 
made much sense, then perhaps her story may offer all of us some final inspiration 
today.  You see, like many of us, Miss Thompson found it difficult to love all of God's 
children the same.  Teddy Stallard was a boy that Miss Thompson found it hard to like -- 
and for good reason.  Teddy just didn't seem all that interested in school.  His eyes had 
that glassy, unfocussed appearance; his hair was unkempt; his clothes smelled musty; 
and when he answered Miss Thompson's questions, it was always in monosyllables. 
 
There was little to really like about Teddy, and so whenever Miss Thompson marked 
Teddy's papers, she got a strange pleasure out of putting X's next to his wrong answers 
and red F's at the top of his papers.  Perhaps Miss Thompson should have known 
better; she had access to Teddy's records, and she certainly knew more about the boy 
than she was ready to admit.  The records read as follows -- "1st Grade: Teddy shows 
promise with his work and attitude, but has poor home situation.  2nd Grade: Teddy 
could do better.  Mother is seriously ill.  He receives little help at home.  3rd Grade: 
Teddy is a good boy, but too serious.  He is a slow learner.  His mother died this year.  
4th Grade: Teddy is very slow, but well-behaved.  His father shows little interest." 
 
Christmas came and the boys and girls in Miss Thompson's fifth grade class brought 
her a bevy of presents.  They piled their presents high on her desk and crowded around 
to watch her open them.  Much to Miss Thompson's surprise, there was one there from 
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Teddy Stallard.  It was characteristically ugly -- wrapped in brown paper, held together 
with scotch tape, with a message on it that simply read: "For Miss Thompson from 
Teddy."   
 
When she opened Teddy's gift, out fell a gaudy rhinestone bracelet with half of the 
stones missing, and a bottle of cheap perfume.  The other boys and girls began to 
giggle over Teddy's gifts, but Miss Thompson had at least enough grace to silence them 
by immediately putting on the bracelet and some of the perfume on her wrist.  Holding 
her wrist up for the others, she said: "Doesn't it smell lovely?"  And the children, taking 
their cue from the teacher, readily agreed with "ooh's" and "ahh's." 
 
At the end of the day, when school was over and the other children gone, Teddy 
Stallard lingered behind.  Slowly, he came over to her desk and said softly: "Miss 
Thompson...Miss Thompson...you smell just like my mother...and her bracelet looks real 
pretty on you too.  I'm glad you like my presents."   
 
When Teddy left, Miss Thompson got down on her knees behind her desk and asked 
God to forgive her for failing to see a child of his the way he did.  The next day, the 
children in room 401 were greeted by a new teacher.  Oh, it was the same body to be 
sure, but it was as if Miss Thompson had become a different person.  She was now 
committed to loving her kids with a persevering kindness unknown before -- especially 
the strange and rough-cut ones; especially Teddy Stallard.  By the end of that school 
year, Teddy showed dramatic improvement.  He had caught up with most of the 
students and was even ahead of some.   
 
The years went by, and Miss Thompson lost touch with the fifth graders of that class, 
until one day she found a note in her mailbox.  It simply read: "Dear Miss Thompson: I 
wanted you to be the first to know.  I will be graduating second in my high school class.  
Love, Teddy Stallard."   
 
Four years later, another note came: "Dear Miss Thompson: They just told me I will be 
graduating first in my class.  I wanted you to be the first to know.  The university has not 
been easy, but I've loved it."   
 
And, four years later again: "Dear Miss Thompson:  As of today, I am Theodore Stallard, 
M.D.  How about that?  I  thought you should be the first to know.  I am getting married 
next month, the 27th to be exact, and I was wondering if you'd come and sit where my 
mother would sit if she were alive.  You are the only family I have now.  Dad died last 
year.  Love, Teddy Stallard."4 
 
I'm told that Miss Thompson went to that wedding, and sat where Teddy's mother would 
have sat.  She belonged there; for beneath the stony surface of a strange life she'd 
found it hard to love, she had finally heard the sound of muffled wings and, with strokes 
of kindness, helped to set one of God’s sweet creatures free.  Now our Savior asks: 
"Will I?  Will you?" 
 
Let us pray... 
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O God who sees in us and others, muffled souls longing to fly free, use our humble lives 
we pray, to reach out in kindness to sisters and brothers whom others might mistake for 
worthless strangers. Enable us to be the agents of that liberating Love that is the same 
yesterday, today, and forevermore.  Through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
 
 
                                                 
1Luke 4:18-19. 
2 Titus 3:3-8. 
3C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, pp. 14-15. 
4Tony Campolo, Who Switched the Price Tags. 


