God’s Love and Thankfulness 

Ira Byock is a medical doctor who works with patients who are terminal.  He has written a book titled, ‘The Four Things that Matter Most’ – a book which is given to some of our local hospice patients as they deal with their own mortality.  In this book Dr. Byock describes how it is his practice to counsel patients to use what he calls ‘the four words’ – to close out their relationships with loved ones.  In actuality the four words are four statements: I forgive you / Will you forgive me? / I love you / Thank you.

Dr. Byock says that he has always been greatly impacted at the way in which these concepts and statements transform relationships between the dying and their loved ones in their last days [at least in cases where patient’s respond to his advice or practice these things on their own].

He gives one example from the life of Horace and Louise Whitman, who he describes as Christian fundamentalists.  Horace and Louise had raised 4 children in the church.  Their son Mike and his 3 sisters also went on to a Christian University in Oklahoma.

When Mike was around the age of 35 he didn’t show up for work one day.  His sister found him in his apartment weak and disoriented.  He was hospitalized and given a series of tests.  The results were that he was found to have AIDS.

Mike’s parents were stunned.  Their son had a terminal illness and not only that – he had been living a secret lifestyle they thoroughly disapproved of.  Their feelings about homosexuality were not hidden. Mike was fully aware of the shame they felt at this revelation.  However, no one in the hospital ever heard a word of condemnation from Mike’s parents toward him.

The doctor asked Horace about his interactions with Mike.  Horace responded: ‘I told him that I could not condone what he had done.  I’ll never understand it.  But I said, “I love you son – that will never change.”’
There was nothing neat or pretty about the situation.  The Whitman’s wanted to take care of their son at home during his dying days.  Mike’s gay friends wanted to care for him and see him.  They were upset at being excluded from the Whitman’s home.  Mike agreed to stay with his parents during those final days.

The supervising doctor said that he was always astounded at the level of care and love shown by Mike’s parents as he thought of Horace Whitman providing care for his son.

Mike had a slew of physical problems including rectal herpes lesions that required frequent cleaning.  The doctor says that the image is indelibly etched in his mind of Horace gently bathing his son’s sores 3 times a day, knowing full well what had caused them and believing as he did that homosexuality is a sin.  Horace did this without a whisper of scolding.  Mike was his son and it was a job that needed to be done.  
Why did Horace do it? 

Because of his love for his son.  He demonstrated that love by reaching out to his son even though Mike had gone against everything the father stood for.

That is a beautiful picture of the kind of love God demonstrated to sinners.  The Apostle Paul wrote in the book of Romans: ‘God demonstrated His love towards us in that while we were yet sinners – Christ died for us.’

When we think of the love of God, we think of the great sacrifice of Jesus Christ in dying on the cross for our sins.  Jesus did not die for good people or for righteous people.  He died for sinners - people who had broken His commands – violated His precepts – blasphemed His name – people who had gone against everything He stood for and deserved only condemnation.  He then turned around and offered full pardon to those same sinners who would repent of their sins and put their trust in Him.  

As one contemplates the love of God therein lies all the reason one needs to be thankful this holiday season.  So, give thanks with a grateful heart; count your blessings; and rejoice in a God who loved you and sent His Son.
I John 4:10 – ‘In this is love – not that we loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.’

