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Today's Lesson

The Fruit of the Spirit:  Gentleness and Goodness
( Bible Lesson
"You can tell what they really are by what they do.  Do people pick grapes from bushes?  Do they pick figs from thorns?  In the same way, every good tree bears good fruit.  But a bad tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree can't bear bad fruit.  And a bad tree can't bear good fruit. … You can tell each tree by its fruit."  Matthew 7:16-18, 20
"Be kind and tender to one another.  Forgive each other, just as God forgave you because of what Christ has done."  Ephesians 4:32
"Don't insist on getting even; that's not for you to do.  'I'll do the judging,' says God.  'I'll take care of it.'  Our Scriptures tell us that if you see your enemy hungry, go buy that person lunch, or if he's thirsty, get him a drink.   Your generosity will surprise him with goodness.  Don't let evil get the best of you; get the best of evil by doing good."  Romans 12:19-21
The fifth and sixth fruits of the Spirit are characteristics with a lot of overlap:  gentleness and goodness.  (Presumably one could possess one attribute and not the other, but it seems unlikely.)  Christ said that one can determine a tree's identity by its fruit, and that a tree that bears bad fruit cannot be a good tree.  He was teaching about people.  If you're a good tree, your actions and words – your fruit, or characteristics – will prove that out.

Most of us want to be good trees, but sometimes we lose sight of the importance of producing good fruit, like gentleness and goodness.  Sometimes, even when we're trying, we find it difficult to be kind, to think of others before we think of ourselves.  In class today, the children heard the story of the Old Testament prophet Elijah and his interaction with a widow from a town called Zarephath.  It was a time of famine, and God told Elijah to go to the town, where he would find a widow to take care of the prophet.  Problem was, the widow had nothing left except enough flour and oil for a single meal.  But when Elijah asked her for something to eat, she gave it to him, even though in order to be kind to the prophet she literally was taking food out of her own mouth and the mouths of her children.  Miraculously, God replenished her flour and oil so that she and her family, along with Elijah, were able to eat until the famine ended.  Later, God, through Elijah, rewarded the woman's kindness and goodness by healing her son.
St. Paul gave some really simple (-sounding) directives, in his letters to the churches at Ephesus and Rome:  Be kind and tender to each other.  Forgive someone, just like God forgives us because of Christ's sacrifice.  Pass up an opportunity to get even; instead, surprise the person who doesn't deserve it with a generous response.  The example of the widow of Zarephath shows that there may be something in it for us, too.  Too hard to do consistently?  Remember:  these characteristics are fruits of the Spirit.  You don't have to do it on your own!
( Home Links

· No More Mr. Nice Guy
Sometimes we really would be justified in "going negative," as the politicos say.  Often these situations arise in the workplace, and because our relationships in the office aren't necessarily of a personal nature, we can take a "No More Mr. Nice Guy" stance and really go at it with someone, without any particular long-term consequences.  But did you know that King Solomon advised that a "gentle response defuses anger?"  And in his writings to the church at Rome, St. Paul suggested that we can beat a bad situation by being good ourselves.  So – the next time you're absolutely and completely justified in taking out your can of verbal whooptush, stop for a minute and think about the other, kinder options you have.  A good tree, remember, doesn't produce bad fruit!
· Good choices, poor choices 

Some of us no doubt were raised by parents who said things like, "stop being a brat!" or "you've been a very bad girl" when in fact we were quite good little people who simply had forgotten, in the moment, to make a good choice.  None of us would ever tell our kid that he's being a brat (right? or at least not very often – well, certainly not every day), but instead of suffering in silence, we can talk to our children about good choices and poor choices.  All of us are blessed with really spectacular children, of course, but even the most angelic among them makes an occasional poor choice.  Often, it is simple immaturity that leads to the poor choice:  they're faced with some sort of stimulus or event, and they don't have enough life experience to remember to take the time to be careful about their choices of words, or they forget to keep their hands to themselves.

When present, parents can help a child make a good choice by intervening, in the fleeting millisecond between the stimulus and the inevitable reaction, to remind the child that she doesn't have to react the (natural) way she is planning to – that she can make a better, kinder, gentler choice.  If you practice with her enough, then when you're not around your daughter will be better equipped to "count to ten" before laying into her putative adversary.  And it's not too early to teach our kids what we're still learning ourselves – that a "gentle response defuses anger."
Prayer for the week

· Pray with your child, and let her hear you say,

"Thank you, God, for the story of Elijah and the widow who was kind to him.  Please help us to be kind and gentle to each other, even when we want to use harsh words or behavior instead.  Help us to make good choices when we react to bad or mean things that happen to us.  Thank you for the help we receive from you through the Holy Spirit to be kind and gentle.  Amen."
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