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Kindness and Revenge in the Drive-Thru Line 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on October 17, 2021 

 

Let’s begin our talk this morning with two words you likely have a relationship with:   

➢ Kindness. 

➢ Revenge. 

Kindness and revenge feel like they exist on the opposite poles of human behavior, and if you’ve 

lived on the planet for any length of time, you probably felt and experienced both.  

And now let’s take those two polar words and embed them into quotes: 

First, from the beloved Dalai Lama, leader of the Tibetan Buddhists and all-around good guy. It 

is easy to smile when looking at a picture of the Dalai Lama who says, and I quote:  

“My religion is very simple. My religion is kindness.” 

Gorgeous. Here is one of the great spiritual leaders of our era—of any era, frankly—distilling 

that vast and complicated concept of “religion” down to a single, memorable, actionable word: 

Kindness. 

“My religion is kindness.” 

If everyone’s religion were kindness—if everyone practiced kindness religiously—peace would 

reign on Earth. 

It’s that simple. 

We each and all—the world over—know how to practice this religion. We know kindness from 

our thinking head to our feeling heart to our intuitive gut.  

If you remember anything from this morning, I encourage you to remember and practice this 

short sentence from one of the world’s great spiritual teachers: “My religion is kindness.” 

Now the second word, from the opposite pole: “revenge.” 

Revenge feels like the evil twin of kindness, and to hammer that particular nail, here is an old 

Sicilian adage: “Revenge is a dish better served cold.” 

Which means, in essence, you wait. You’ll get yours. 

Imagine a person living in fear of vengeance. Not a pleasant place to be psychically. The revenge 

has already started, because revenge is in the offing and that anticipation forces one to live— 

uncomfortably—in uncertainty. Though as time passes, that gnawing fear slowly dissipates 

because nothing has happened. Weeks turn into months, then stack into years, that visceral fear 

of vengeance fades to a distant memory, the precipitating incident all but forgotten… 
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But not forgotten for the person planning and plotting their revenge. How sweet the planning, 

how delicious the anticipation, how perfect when, years later, knuckles rap on the door... 

[pause] 

As we all know, human beings are story-telling creatures. We love to engage stories—to laugh, 

to cry, to feel empathy, to lean in close, to learn lessons, to flip our world upside down, to create 

and remember personal history.  

Jesus knew this through and through, and thus told stories and parables as a central part of his 

teaching. Very few people could read, so he didn’t hand out pamphlets. When people gathered 

around, he talked and told stories to illustrate religious concepts and questions.  

For example, one time a lawyer asked Jesus “Who is my neighbor?”  

A typical lawyerly question, probing for a definition. Jesus replied with one of his classic stories: 

“You know there was this guy, this Judean, nice guy, walking from Jerusalem to Jericho, 

minding his own business and—major bummer—a bunch of robbers and thieves jumped him, 

beat him up, stripped him, took his money, and left him half dead there on the side of the road. 

Lucky for our friend, a priest was walking down that road—you know, an upstanding, good, 

religious man—and he heard groans and saw the bruised and beaten body, and then moved to the 

other side of the road and kept walking. Truly, the priest just walked right on by, like he had 

some urgent business to do in town that was more important. Then somebody else, a Levite, did 

the same thing:  Saw this poor man on the side of the road, naked and bleeding, and just like the 

priest walked on by like there was nothing there. What’s up with that?   

Then there was this Samaritan—and you know Judeans and Samaritans do not get along—and 

this Samaritan was flooded with compassion. He ran to the naked man and tended to his wounds, 

hoisted him on his own animal, and brought him to an inn and took care of him.  

Next day the Samaritan handed over a couple of silver coins to the innkeeper, like a deposit, 

saying, “Please take care of my friend, and whatever more you spend, I’ll repay you when I 

come back.”  How about that? Which of these three people, do you think, proved to be a 

neighbor?  

The lawyer said, “The one who showed him mercy.”  

“That’s exactly right,” Jesus replied. “You go and do likewise.” 

My religion is kindness… 

This, of course, is the “Good Samaritan” story, and I would bet dimes to donuts that most 

everyone here has heard this story in one form or another. If this is your first time hearing it, 

congratulations! Now you know the source of the phrase “Being a good Samaritan.” 

This story is 2000 years old, and according to the scholars who make up the “Jesus Project,” this 

story was almost certainly spoken by Jesus.  Yes, a teacher named Jesus filled his lungs with air 
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and then gave voice to this story, so that his followers would know how a neighbor behaved. 

Many of the quotes attributed to Jesus in the New Testament were likely never said by Jesus. 

One of the world’s greatest teachers said, in no uncertain terms, sometimes our neighbors are 

found beaten and moaning along the side of the road, and when we see them, we should act like 

neighbors and show them mercy. Because this teaching was a story, using vivid illustrations and 

avoiding multisyllabic legalese, those who heard the story could remember the gist and tell their 

friends, sprinkling in whatever details they liked. 

Two thousand years downstream from when Jesus told his version of the “Good Samaritan” 

story in response to a lawyer’s question “Who is my neighbor?” one of my neighbors—my 

weekly walking buddy—sent me this vignette that he discovered from the online app 

“Nextdoor.” 

Perhaps some of you are on “Nextdoor,” which is a social app that, in the best of all worlds, 

“offers a way to foster relationships with your neighbors [and] start discussions… to bring 

attention to important issues within your community.” 

So this story is written by an elderly woman and posted on “Nextdoor,” an app intended to foster 

relationships with neighbors: 

I know I shouldn’t have done this, but I am 83 years old and I was in the McDonald’s drive-

through this morning and the young lady behind me leaned on her horn and started mouthing 

something because I was taking too long to place my order. So when I got to the first window I 

paid for her order along with my own. The cashier must have told her what I’d done, because as 

we moved up she leaned out her window and waved to me and mouthed “Thank you,” obviously 

embarrassed that I had repaid her rudeness with kindness. When I got to the second window, I 

showed them both receipts and took her food too. Now she has to go back to the end of the queue 

and start all over again. Don’t blow your horn at old people, they have been around a long time. 

Wow! When I first read this story, my initial reaction was laughter, marveling at the quick 

thinking of the old woman and realizing what a delicious swift comeuppance she created. I 

hoped the young honker-woman learned her lesson. 

It didn’t take long, though, for my initial reaction to fade, and for a sadness to seep in. I realized 

that this was less a story about a quick-witted old woman than the start of yet another Greek 

tragedy, because I could easily imagine the next act of the story: 

The old woman pulls out of the parking lot in her old VW square-back, chuckling to herself 

about how clever she was and smelling the seductive aroma of hot French fries. French fries that 

were intended to be part of the lunch for the young woman. The old woman really shouldn’t be 

eating French fries, but what the hell, she thinks to herself, “I’m eighty-three and can eat 

anything I damn well please.” The young woman who was behind her in line was righteously 

pissed off, of course, and didn’t loop back through the drive-thru to re-order, but rather decided 

to tail the old woman’s car. The young woman is careful to keep far enough away, and to be 

mixed in with traffic, so that the old woman has no idea she is being followed. When the elder 

pulls into the drug store parking lot, she parks in a handicapped spot, hangs the blue tag on her 
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rear-view mirror, grabs her cane, and makes her way slowly into the drug store to pick up her 

heart medication. Meanwhile, the young woman is crouching down next to the VW, letting the 

air out of all the tires. “I wish I had an icepick,” she thinks, “so I could stab these tires and do 

some real damage.” 

That’s why I was sad at reading that “Nextdoor” story. 

I could imagine that scenario happening, more than I could imagine the young woman thinking 

deeply about any lessons to be learned. I can feel the young woman’s shuddering elevator of 

emotions, from the impatient honking to the “oh I’m so sorry” thank-you wave at the gracious 

gift of a free lunch, and then the flash of vengeful anger when the old woman took away the gift 

her lunch. 

I shared my sadness with my walking buddy, and he could see my point. I suggested that this is 

the start of every Greek tragedy, and that Greek tragedies never end well.  And there seems to be 

such a human inclination toward revenge. 

And then while thinking all these things, while creating scenarios in my mind, I remembered a 

poem entitled “Revenge” by the great Palestinian poet Taha Muhammad Ali. I had the great 

good fortune of helping publish an edition of Taha’s work in the United States, and to bring him 

to this country for a reading tour. 

 

Here is a brief bio of Taha, with thanks to the website “Lion’s Roar” for this information: Taha 

was born in 1931 in a small village in Galilee that was first bombed then bulldozed during the 

1948 War to make room for an Israeli settlement. As an adult he lived in Nazareth and operated a 

souvenir stand at the entrance to the Church of the Annunciation, selling post cards and 

menorahs and busts of the Virgin Mary to busloads of tourists and pilgrims. His formal education 

concluded in the fourth grade, though he knew he wanted to write poetry. He read Steinbeck and 

Shakespeare, the English Romantics and classical Arabic verse. He wrote his first poem when he 

was forty, and over the years, his little shop—called The Prominent Souvenir Center of 

Nazareth—became an informal literary salon. 

 

Taha had many reasons to seek vengeance, though there he was, a Palestinian shop owner selling 

menorahs and busts of the Virgin Mary in the birthplace of Jesus. 

 

Jesus, the storyteller who said, “Love your enemies.”  

 

Translation:  Don’t shove an icepick into the old woman’s tires. 

 

When Taha came to America for his reading tour, he was a headliner at the famous Dodge Poetry 

Festival. As you might expect, given our historic tensions with the Middle East, Taha ran into 

difficulties trying to get a travel visa.  

 

The story goes, when Taha did finally arrive in the United States, he was asked by a customs 

agent whether he carried anything dangerous with him. Taha pointed to his heart and said 

“Mister Walter Whitman,” then pointed to his head and said, “Mister John Keats.” 
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At the Dodge Poetry Festival, at an outdoor reading under a vast tent, Taha debuted this 

unpublished poem. Taha read the poem first in Arabic and then his translator—an American ex-

pat and Jewish intellectual who lived in Jerusalem—read the English version. This during a time 

in this country when Arabic and Arabic script were so regularly linked to war and terrorism. 

After the final words of the poem left the translator’s mouth and entered thousands of listening 

ears, the crowd rose to their feet for a sustained standing ovation. The ovation was the sound of 

borders opening, hearts opening, of hearing poetry in Arabic, of seeing an old poet from an old 

country that has suffered great violence and has all but disappeared telling us how deeply 

connected we all are, and how revenge needs to be planned and plotted and carried out with the 

greatest care. So much so that it may become impossible.  

 

Soon after Taha’s public reading, the English text was printed in full in The New York Times and 

posted all over the internet for the world to read. 

 

We close this morning with a poem, gifted to the world by a man with no formal education, but 

who—through stories and poems and conversation—as well as living day after day in a part of 

the world complicated by generational tension and violence—learned deep lessons about 

community, kindness and revenge.  

 

“Revenge,” by Taha Muhammad Ali.  

 

At times ... I wish  

I could meet in a duel  

the man who killed my father  

and razed our home,  

expelling me  

into  

a narrow country.  

And if he killed me,  

I’d rest at last,  

and if I were ready—  

I would take my revenge!  

 

*  

 

But if it came to light,  

when my rival appeared,  

that he had a mother  

waiting for him,  

or a father who’d put  

his right hand over  

the heart’s place in his chest  

whenever his son was late  

even by just a quarter-hour  

for a meeting they’d set—  

then I would not kill him,  
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even if I could.  

 

*  

 

Likewise ... I  

would not murder him  

if it were soon made clear  

that he had a brother or sisters  

who loved him and constantly longed to see him.  

Or if he had a wife to greet him  

and children who  

couldn’t bear his absence  

and whom his gifts would thrill.  

Or if he had  

friends or companions,  

neighbors he knew  

or allies from prison  

or a hospital room,  

or classmates from his school ...  

asking about him  

and sending him regards.  

  

*  

 

But if he turned  

out to be on his own—  

cut off like a branch from a tree—  

without a mother or father,  

with neither a brother nor sister,  

wifeless, without a child,  

and without kin or neighbors or friends,  

colleagues or companions,  

then I’d add not a thing to his pain  

within that aloneness—  

not the torment of death,  

and not the sorrow of passing away.  

Instead I’d be content  

to ignore him when I passed him by  

on the street—as I  

convinced myself  

that paying him no attention  

in itself was a kind of revenge.  

 

  

Amen 
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SOURCES 

The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus, Robert W. Funk, Roy W. 

Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar (Macmillan/Polebridge Press, 1993). This is a fantastic book and 

highly recommended.  

 

“Revenge,” read in Arabic by Taha Muhammad Ali then read in English by translator Peter Cole 

at the 2006 Dodge Poetry Festival:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K4fpjDUl1vk  

 

Taha Muhammad Ali, So What: New and Selected Poems (Copper Canyon, 2008). Please note 

that this book does not include the poem “Revenge,” which was written after the book’s release. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TITLE & DESCRIPTION: 

Kindness and Revenge in the Drive-Thru Line 

Somewhere in the United States, in the midst of a global pandemic, a long line of cars creeps 

toward a drive-thru window. An elderly woman tries the best she can to place her order. Seconds 

tick toward minutes. The driver directly behind honks their ire... and thus begins another human 

drama of kindness and revenge. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K4fpjDUl1vk

