
SUNDAYJ JUNE lJ 1986 

"THE TENACITY OF GOD'S LOVE" 

I JOHN 4:7-12J 18-21 

HERE'S A TRUE STORY UNCOVERED BY BOB GREENEJ 

A NEWSPAPER COLUMNIST. THE DATE IS SOMETIME 

IN 1982, 

IRA IS 29J AND LIVES WITH HIS PARENTS. HE 

HAS NEVER SPOKEN A WORD, WHEN HE WAS BORN 

ON SEPTEMBER lZJ 1953J HE SEEMED TO BE A 

NORMAL BABY. AFTER A FEW MONTHSJ THOUGHJ 

HIS MOTHER AND FATHER BEGAN TO WORRY. IRA 

SEEMED UNABLE TO HOLD UP HIS HEAD PROPERLY. 

HIS PARENTS TOOK IRA TO A NUMBER OF DO·CTORS, 

WHEN THE BABY WAS EIGHTEEN MONTHS OLDJ THE 

DIAGNOSIS SEEMED CERTAIN. IRA WAS SUFFERING 

FROM SEVERE BRAIN DAMAGE. THE PHYSICIANS 

WARNED THAT HE WOULD PROBABLY NEVER BE ABLE 

TO FUNCTION AS ANYTHING BUT AN INFANT, 

THE PARENTS ARE MIDDLE-CLASS JEWISH PEOPLE; 

THEY LIVE ON CHICAGO'S FAR NORTH-SIDE, THEY 

MADE A DETERMINATION EARLY ONi THEY WOULD 

NOT PUT IRA IN AN INSTITUTION. HE WOULD LIVE 

WITH THEM. 

SO BE IT, 

IF HE REMAINED A BABY FOREVER� 

HE WAS THEIRS1 

AND NOW HE IS 29, WHEN FRIENDS CALL HIS 

PARENTS' HOME, THEY HEAR AN ALMOST CONSTANT 
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LOW1 RUMBLING SOUND IN THE BACKGROUND. THE 

SOUND IS MADE BY IRA. BECAUSE OF THE PROBLEM 

IN HIS MIND1 HE CANNOT HELP HIMSELF FROM 

MAKING THE NOISEt IT FILLS THE HOUSE ALL 

DAY1 EVERY DAY. 

HE MUST BE WATCHED CONSTANTLY; HE IS IN DANGER 

OF HURTING HIMSELF BY DAMAGING HIS HEAD WITH 

HIS FISTS. HIS MOTHER1 WHO IS 521 BATHES 

HIM AND HELPS HIM GO TO THE BATHROOMa HIS 

FATHER SHAVES HIM. IRA SELDOM GOES OUTSIDE, 

IN ADDITION TO BRAIN DAMAGE1 HE DEVELOPED 

CURVATURE OF THE SPINE WHEN HE WAS A TEENAGER� 

AND BECAUSE OF THIS1 HE IS FORCED INTO A STOOPED 

POSITION. HE FEELS PAIN WHEN HE WALKS. SOMETIMES 

HIS MOTHER WILL TAKE HIM INTO THE BACK YARD1 

BUT THAT IS ABOUT ALL. 

HE HAS N�VER BEEN TO A BARBER SHOP1 NEVER 

TO A DENTIST. FRIENDS OF HIS PARENTS WHO 

WORK IN THOSE FIELDS VISIT THE HOUSE, OTHER 

OLD FRIENDS1 THOUGH 1 DON'T VISIT THE WAY THEY 

USED TO, WHEN IRA WAS SMALL1 THEY SEEMED 

TO BE ABLE TO DEAL WITH HIS HANDICAPS BETTER 

THAN THEY DO NOW. 

"IT'S HARD TO BLAME THOSE PEOPLE 1 " IRA'S 

MOTHER SAYS. nWHEN THEIR CHILDREN WERE 

GROWING UP J THEY COULD IDENTIFY WITH WHAT 

WE WERE GOING THROUGH WITH IRA, BECAUSE IRA 
- -

WAS A CHILD LIKE THEIR GIRLS AND BOYS, BUT 

THEIR CHILDREN WENT TO SCHOOL1 AND GRADUATED� 

·AND WENT TO COLLEGE1 AND GOT MARRIED. IRA 
. . 

REMAINED A CHILD. AND THEY DON'T KNOW HOW 
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TO RESPOND TO THAT," 

IRA'S PARENTS DO NOT KNOW HOW MUCH HE IS AWARE 

OF THEM, HE IS THEIR SONJ THOUGHJ AND THEY 

DO WHAT THEY CAN TO MAKE HI s· LI FE M .ORE SERENE. 
. . 

THEY PLAY MUSIC FOR HIM--CLASSICAL WORKS AND 

OPERAS, THE MUSIC SEEMS TO SOOTHE IRA, HE 

WILL KNEEL BY THE RECORD PLAYER AND HE WILL 

APPEAR TO BE CONTENT. 

AT NIGHT IRA WILL BECOME RESTLESS. HIS MOTHER 

HAS NOT SLEPT THROUGH UNTIL THE MORNING SINCE 

IRA WAS BORN. SHE WILL HEAR HIM IN HIS ROOM J 

AND SHE WILL GO TO HIM AND TURN HIM OVER AND 

COVER HIM WITH BLANKETS. SHE WILL STAY WITH 

HIM UNTIL HE HAS FALLEN BACK ASLEEP, 

SHE DOES NOT THINK ABOUT WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN. 

"I MADE THE DECISION A LONG TIME AGO," SHE 

SAYS. "HE IS WITH USJ AND THAT'S THE WAY 

IT WILL BE, CERTAINLY OUR LIFE IS NOT LIKE 
. . . .. . 

MOST PEOPLE'S. WE CAN'T REALLY GO OUT AND 

IT'S AWKWARD TO INVITE PEOPLE IN. " 

"BUT THAT'S ALL RIGHT. IRA HAS GIVEN MY LIFE 

A PURPOSE, HE HAS TAUGHT ME ABOUT LOVE. BY 

TRYING TO GIVE HIM A GOOD LIFEJ I FEEL THERE'S 

A REASON Fo·R ME TO BE ON EARTH, WHEN YOU 

THINK ABOUT ITJ WHAT AM I GIVING UP? I DON'T 

GO TO THE MOVIES, AND I DON'T GO OUT TO SEE 
. . . 

PEOPLE AS MUCH AS I MIGHT, BUT ISN'T THAT 
. 

. 

ALL SORT OF MINOR) COMPARED WITH PROVIDING 

A LIFE FOR MY SON?" 
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ONCE EACH YEARJ ON A JEWISH HOLIDAY) IRA'S 

PARENTS TAKE HIM TO THEIR SYNAGOGUE, IT IS 

A HOLIDAY FILLED WITH SONGSJ SO THEY DO NOT 

HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT HIS NOISES BOTHERING THE 

OTHER WORSHIPPERS. THE MOTHER AND THE FATHER 

SIT ON EITHER SIDE OF lRAJ EACH OF THEM HOLDING 

ONE OF HIS HANDSJ SO HE DOES NOT START HURTING 

HI MS ELF ·I 

THE REST OF THE TIMEJ THOUGH) THEY ARE AT 

HOME TOGETHER, ONCE IN A WHILE HIS MOTHER 

WILL WONDER ABOUT WHETHER H .E TRULY KNOWS WHO 

HE IS. TWENTY-NINE YEARS HAVE PASSED WITHOUT 

ANY DEFINITE SIGN. "I DO THI.NK HE KNOWS THAT 

HE IS LOVED," SHE SAYS, "I CAN'T GUARANTEE 

MUCH BEYOND THAT1 THERE'S NO DEFINITE WAY 

THAT HE RESPONDS TO ME. IT;S JUST A SENSE 

I HAVE, THAT HE KNOWS, " 

"SOMETIMES HE WILL LOOK AT ME STRAIGHT IN 

THE FACE. HE WILL LOOK ME IN THE EYEJ AND 

I WILL THINK THAT IT'S A SIGN OF RECOGNITION. 

MAYBE I'M FOOLING MYSELF) THOUGH. " 

SHE HAS ONE GREAT FEAR. SHE HAS LIVED ALL 

THESE YEARS WITH HIM IN THE HOUSE. SHE WONDERS 

WHAT WOULD HAPPEN TO IRA IF SHE AND HER HUSBAND 

WERE TO DIE BEFORE IRA DID. 

"MY HOPE FOR HIM IS THAT HIS PARENTS WILL 

BE ALIVE ALL OF HIS LIFETIME TO TAKE CARE 
. 

- . 
. 

OF HIM J " SHE SAYS, "I DON'T KNOW WHAT ELSE 
. 

. -

. . 

TO DO BUT TO HOPE� BECAUSE IF I THINK TOO 

MUCH ABOUT IT, IT MAKES ME TOO UNCOMFORTABLE. "  
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SHE IS RESOLVED TO THE LIFE SHE HAS CHOSEN. 

HER DAYS BEGIN AND END WITH IRA. SHE HAS 

LEARNED TO LIMIT THE THINGS SHE v·EARNS FOR. 

BUT SHE DOES ALLOW HERSELF TO HAVE ONE DREAM. 

''I KNOW IT WI LL NEVER HAPPEN.,// SHE ·SAYS I ''BUT 

I WOULD GIVE ALMOST ANYTHING TO HEAR HIM TALK 

BEFORE I'M GONE. NOT A SENTENCE OR ANYTHING. 

I KNOW THAT WILL NEVER HAPPEN. BUT IF HE 

WOULD SAY A WORD ONE DAY I I I I KNOW IT 

SOUNDS SELFISH. I THINK ABOUT WHAT IT WOULD 

BE LIKE IF I WAS SITTING WITH HIM ONE DAY 

AND HE LOOKED AT ME AND SAID., 'MAMA,'" 

. THE TENACITY OF A MOTHER AND FATHER'S LOVE 

FOR THEIR CHILD, THE STORY SUGGESTS TO ME 

MORE POWERFULLY THAN ANYTHING THAT GOD'S LOVE 

FOR ALL OF US AND FOR THE CREATION ITSELF 

IS LIKE THOSE PARENTS' LOVE AND CARE FOR IRA. 

Goo's LOV.E LIKE THEIRS., NEVER LETS GO! 

As OUR SCRIPTURE READING THIS MORNING FROM 
. . . 

THE FIRST LETTER OF JOHN IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

REMINDS US J THOSE WHO LOVE LIKE IRA'S PARENTS., 

ARE LIVING OUT THE LOVE OF GOD AS ITS DEEPEST 

LEVEL, "BELOVED., LET US LOVE ONE ANOTHER; 

FOR LOVE IS OF Gon., AND THOSE WHO LOVE ARE 

BORN OF GOD AND KNOW GOD, GOD IS LOVE AND 

THOSE WHO ABIDE IN LOVE ABIDE IN GOD AND GOD 

ABIDES IN THEM.'' 

FURTH·ERMORE ., AS 1 THOUGHT ABOUT THE STORY 
. 

. 

OF I RA AND HIS PARENTS., IT SEEMED TO ME r·HAT 

IT IS AN ALMOST PERFECT PARABLE TO ILLUSTRATE 

THE TENACITY OF GOD'S LOVE FOR US AND FOR 



ALL PEOPLE, HERE ARE SOME INGREDIENTS OF 

THAT LOVE, 
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1. FIRST OF ALL J Gan's LOVE HAS THE PATIENCEJ 

THE LONG-SUFFERINGJ ILLUSTRATED BY THE STORY. 

JUST AS IRA'S PARENTS WERE INFINITELY PATIENT 

WITH HIMJ so IS Gan PATIENT WITH us. AND 

WE IN TURN ARE CALLED TO BE PATIENT WITH 

OTHERS. THAT'S THE WAY Gan's LOVE IS SPREAD 

IN THIS WORLD. 

SOMEONE SAID J nLOVE IS AN UNCOMMON POWER TO 

COPE WITH COMMON SUFFERING. SUFFERING ITSELF 

TAKES NO TALENT, "  WE ALL SUFFER AND WE WATCH 

AND SUFFER WITH OTHERS--WHAT WE NEED IS THE 

POWER TO COPE WITH IT, THE SOURCE OF THIS 
. . . 

POWER IS GOD'S DIVINE LOVE. 

2. SECONDLYJ THE TENACITY OF GOD'S LOVE 

INCLUDES KINDNESS, WHEN I THINK OF THE 
. . -

KINDNESS WHICH IRA'S PARENTS DISPLAYED TOWARD 

HIM DAY AFTER DAYJ YEAR AFTER YEARJ WITH NO 

HINT THAT HE EVEN KNEW THEY WERE BEING KINDJ 

IT REM-I NDED ME OF GOD'S KINDNESS TOWARDS US. 

LOVE IS A POWER THAT MOVES US TO BE KIND, 

WHAT IS KINDNESS? IT IS THE WILL TO SAVE; 

IT IS Goo's AWESOME POWER CHANNELED INTO 
. -

GENTLE HEALING •. KINDNESS IS LOVE ACTING ON 

PERSONS 9 SUCH KINDNESS MAY BE SOFT; IT IS 

NOT WEAK; TENDERJ BUT NOT FEEBLE; SENSITIVEJ 
. - . . . 

BUT NOT FRAGILE. , 

OUR WORLD HAS DIFFICULTY UND.ERSTANDING THAT 



LOVE IS POWER AND THAT KINDNESS IS THE WORK 

OF THAT POWER, IT IS SAID THAT THE GERMAN 
. . 

PHILOSOPHER NIETZSCHE HATED CHRISTIANITY FOR 

ENCOURAGING KINDNESS. HE ACCUSED CHRISTIAN 
. 

. . -· . . . 
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LOVE OF DRAINING STRONG PEOPLE BY MAKING THEM 

KINDJ DRIVING THEM TO WASTE THEIR ENERGIES 

ON LEPERS) CRIPPLES) AND OPPRESSED PEOPLE. 
- - . 

HE WOULD NOT HAVE LIKED THE KINDNESS OF IRA'S 
. - . 

. 

PARENTS, NIETZSCHE THOUGHT THAT IF WE COULD 
-

RID THE WORLD OF FAITH IN CHRIST) AND THUS 

OF LOVEJ WE MIGHT AGAIN PRODUCE SUPERMEN. 

THE STRONG COULD GET STRONGER AND THE WEAK 

DIE OUT. 

BUT FAR FROM WEAKNESS) THE KINDNESS OF LOVE 

IS ENORMOUS STRENGTH--MORE POWER THAN MORC­

OF US HAVE EXCEPT NOW AND THEN, KINDNESS 

IS THE POWER THAT MOVES US TO SUPPORT AND 

HEAL SOMEONE WHO OFFERS NOTHING IN RETURN. 

IRA COULD OFFER NOTHING IN RETURN. 

IT DOES NOT TAKE MUCH POWER TO WRITE A SMALL 
. . 

CHECK FOR CHARITY. IT TAKES GREAT POWER TO 
. . . 

PERSONALLY REACH OUT AND HELP THE WEAK, IT 
. . . 

TAKES TREMENDOUS POWER TO BE A MOTHER TERESA 

WRAPPING TENDER ARMS AROUND THE WRETCHED POOR 

AND BLEEDING SICK IN THE STREETS OF CALCUTTA) 
. . 

OR IN ANY PLACE IN THE WORLD, , I MARVEL AT 

THE POWER OF IRA'S PARENTS. AND l MARVEL 

EVEN MORE AT THE KINDNESS OF GODe IT IS PART 

OF THE TENACITY OF GOD'S LOVE, 

3. THIRDLY ) THE TENACITY OF Gan's LOVE MEANS 

THAT IT BEARS OR CARRIES ALL THINGS, EVERYTHING 
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IN CREATION THAT IS GOOD RESTS ON THE POWER 

OF LOVE, I BELIEVE THAT LOVE IS AT THE CENTER 

OF CREATION--IT IS WHAT CALLS CREATION INTO 

BEING AND WHAT KEEPS CREATING THE EVER NEW1 

I BELIEVE THAT Goo's LOVE AND OURS WHICH COMES 

FROM GOD) HAS A. COSMIC QUALITY TO IT, LOVE 

HOLDS ALL THINGS TOGETHER) CARRIES THEM ALONG) 

KEEPS THEM MOVING) SUSTAINS THEM. IT  IS THE 

BASIC ENERGY OF CREATION. LOVE IS THE AMAZING 

POWER THAT MAKES THE WORLD GO AROUND AND HUMAN 

HISTORY MOVE AHEAD. LOVE IS THE POWER THAT 

SUSTAINS THE UNIVERSE ITSELF.. IT IS THE 

INVISIBLE FOUNDAT 1·0N FOR ALL THE STRUCTURES 

OF LIFE, 

FOR US ON A PERSONAL LEVELJ. IT MEANS THE POWER 

OF LOVE HELPS US TO BEAR THE BURDENS THAT 

COME OUR WAY. AGAIN) IN THE STORY) IRA'S 

PARENTS WERE ABLE TO BEAR THE BURDEN OF CARING 
. . . 

FOR HIM AL·L THOSE YEARS BECAUSE OF THE POWER 

OF LOVE I 

IT IS THE SAME TENACITY OF LOVE WHICH BEARS 

ALL THINGS THAT GIVES US THE POWER TO NOT 

STEP IN AT TIMES WHEN SOMEONE NEEDS TO DO 

SOMETHING ON HIS OR HER OWN FOR THEIR OWN 

GROWTH OR DEVELOPMENT. ALL PARENTS KNOW HOW 

DIFFICULT IT IS· TO SOMETIMES WATCH THE CHILD 

STRUGGLE AND YET WE KNOW IN OUR LOVE THAT 

THE BEST WAY TO HELP THEM IS TO NOT HELP THEM. 

I HAVE A COLLEAGUE IN THE MINISTRY WHO WAS 



BORN WITHOUT ANY ARMS AT ALL, HIS NAME IS 
. . 
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HAROLD WILKE. BECAUSE OF HIS PARENTS TENACIOUS 
. . . � 

LOVE J HE GREW UP AND IS ABLE TO LIVE HIS LIFE 
. . 

AS YOU AND I LIVE OURS, 

HE TELLS THIS STORY: "I  WAS 2 OR 3 YEARS 

OLDJ SITTING ON THE FLOOR OF MY BEDROOM OF 

OUR HOME J TRYING TO GET A SHIRT OVER MY HEAD 
. . 

. 

AND AROUND MY SHOULDERS AND HAVING AN 
. . . . 

EXTRAORDINARY DIFFICULT TIME, I WAS GRUNTING 

AND SWEATINGJ AND MY MOTHER JUST STOOD THERE 
. 

. . . -

AND WATCHED. OBVIOUSLY LOOKING BACK ON THIS 
. . 

FROM HEARING ABOUT IT A LONG TIME LATER� I 

REALIZED THAT HER ARMS MUST HAVE BEEN HELD 

RIGIDLY AT HER SIDEJ EVERY INSTINCT IN HER 

WANTED TO REACH OUT AND DO IT FOR MEJ AS SHE 
' . . . 

KEPT THOSE ARMS TIGHT AT HER SIDE, FINALLY) 

HER NEIGHBOR) A WOMAN FRIEND) TURNED TO HER 
. . 

AND SAID IN EXASPERATION) 'IDA J WHY DON'T 

YOU HELP THAT CHILD?' MY MOTHER RESPONDED 
. . 

THROUGH GRITTED TEETHJ 'I AM HE-LP ING HIM. 
Ill 

. . 

Goo's LOVE J LIKE OURSJ 
. 

. 

WATCHING THE STRUGGLES 

KNOWING THAT SOMETIMES 

BE HELPFUL AND LOVING. 

BEARS ALL THINGS) EVEN 
. . . 

OF OURSELVES AND OTHERS) 
. . 

TO STEP IN IS NOT TO 

So GOD LETS US STRUGGLE 

AND SWEAT UNTIL WE LEARN TO DO WHAT NEEDS 

TO BE DONE. 

4. IN THE FOURTH PLACE� THE TENACITY OF GOD'S 

LOVE INCLUDES HOPE, ST, PAUL WROTE THAT "LOVE 
. .  

HOPES ALL THINGS," 

IRA'S PARENTS ONCE DESIRED AND EXPECTED THAT 
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SOMETHING COULD BE DONE TO HELP THEIR CHILD. 
. . 

GRADUALLY, THEY LOST THEIR EXPECTATION, BUT 

KEPT THE DESIRE, THEN AS THEY EXPERIENCED 

GOD'S LOVE FOR THEMJ THEY DISCOVERED THAT 

THEY COULD GIVE THEIR FULL UNCONDITIONAL LOVE 

TO THEIR RETARDED CHILD. GRADUALLY THEY LET 

GO OF THEIR HEART'S DEMAND THAT HE BE DIFFERENT 
. . . . . . 

FROM WHAT HE IS. THEY ACCEPTED I.RA AS HE 

I s I 

YET THEY STILL HAVE HOPE, HOPE THAT THEY 

WILL OUTLIVE HIM SO THAT HE WILL BE CARED 

FOR., AND HOPE EVEN THAT ONE DAY HE MIGHT ·sAY 

ONE W0RDJ "MAMA," 

THAT'·s GOD'S HOPE FOR ALL OF US TOOJ THAT 
' . 

WE WILL RECOGNIZE GOD FOR WHAT GOD IS--0UR 
. ' 

CREAT0RJ AND THE LOVE THAT SAVES US ALL. 

AMEN. 


