
TENDER THUNDER
Rediscovering the Power of Gentleness

Text: Isaiah 40:1-11

In Search of a Gentler Kind of Power

Montrell Jackson was one of three brave police officers shot and killed in Baton 
Rouge on July 17 – an act of revenge for recent police-involved shootings. 
Officer Jackson was a husband and father, the president of his homeowner’s’ 
association, a community servant, who looked out for injured neighbors and 
once ran into a burning apartment building to save a toddler. The tragic loss of 
this good man and others is an example of the nexus between anger and 
murder that Jesus teaches about in the Sermon on the Mount. It is the most 
recent reminder of why we can’t ignore the spark of anger when it rises up in 
others or us. If we do not catch anger early and channel it creatively, it tends 
to become a raging inferno that does not fix wrongdoing but actually furthers 
it.

What is doubly sad about the death of Montrell Jackson is that he was also an 
exemplar of the kind of moral vision and personal character we need more of if 
we are to find a creative way through our troubled times. Officer Jackson was a 
cop and a black man, who refused to think we have to make a choice between 
the value of black lives and blue lives. He felt that Americans ought to strive 
with all our hearts for law and order AND greater liberty and justice for all. 
People who knew him, described Officer Jackson as a “gentle giant” – an alloy 
of both compassion and strength.
 
"These are trying times,” he wrote in a July 8 Facebook post. “Please don't let 
hate infect your heart. This city MUST and WILL get better. I’m working in 
these streets, so any protesters, officers, friends, family, or whoever, if you see 
me and need a hug or want to say a prayer, I got you." And now, we pray, that 
the greatest and most gentle of all giants, has him and the others unjustly lost 
in our age. For “He tends his flock like a shepherd, He gathers the 
lambs in his arms” (Isa 40:11).

Of all the different qualities of character that we seek for ourselves or our loved 
ones, perhaps the most neglected in our time, is that fruit of the spirit that the 
Bible calls “gentleness.” At the start of life, it seems like a desirable enough 
virtue. We teach our children how to gently handle grandma’s Ming vase and 
how to gently pat the head of that nice pit bull down the street. But, as we 
grow older, gentleness no longer seems like such an unequivocally desirable 
trait, does it?

After all, we live in a society where tenderness isn’t rewarded anywhere nearly 
as often as assertiveness is. It’s the brash and the bold, not the calm and the 



quiet people who gain our attention. Gentleness is a pleasant enough virtue in 
children, poets, animal trainers, and of course, pastors, but it doesn’t usually 
seem to be the stuff of real influence and impact and power, does it?

But it is this tendency to think of gentleness AND powerfulness as mutually 
exclusive qualities that is the source of so much turmoil in human relationships. 
The truth is that, in God’s understanding, these two qualities are actually very 
much related. We see that plainly in the great testimony to the nature of God 
given to us in the 40th chapter of the Book of Isaiah. Isaiah tells us that the 
universe itself is ruled by a God who is a deity of BOTH thunder and tenderness. 
The supreme author of all of life — the one after whom you and I are called to 
model our lives -- is at the same time a sovereign power and a gentle shepherd. 
He has an iron-fist and a velvet touch. It is only we who think that gentleness is 
a somewhat wimpy virtue that can’t possibly dwell in the halls of genuine 
power. The truth, however, is that at the core of genuine gentleness is immense 
power.

Gentleness is Power Slowing

In the New Testament, the word that often gets translated as “gentleness” is the 
Greek term, “prautays.” But, as often happens when we try to translate terms 
from another language, there really is no single English word that captures the 
full meaning of that original Greek term. Several English words are needed to 
get at the fullness of the original concept. Sometimes, for example, we find 
“prautays” translated as = meekness in the English. 

Now, when we hear that word meekness, it may bring to mind an image of a 
flower-power Jesus, the one with the beautiful daisies in his shampooed hair — 
Jesus meek and mild. Or perhaps we think of the phrase “meek as a mouse,” 
and think of meekness as a sort of fragile sweetness. And yet that is not what 
the biblical concept of meekness is all about. Let me give you a simple 
definition: In one sense, gentleness (or meekness) is simply power slowing itself 
down. 

We may think that gentleness is when a weak-kneed person musters up the 
gumption to finally speak up softly. But gentleness in the biblical sense is when 
a person of tremendous confidence and authority, slows his or her mind and 
speech to truly listen to a child until that little one is finished talking. We tend 
to think of gentleness in terms of what a kitten does when it rolls a ball across 
the floor. But this Biblical concept of meekness is far more akin to the thing 
that happens when a massive mechanical arm—that could crush steel with its 
pincers—chooses to slow down its action enough for it to reach out, pick up, 
and move a delicate silicon microchip without damaging it. That is gentleness. 
Gentleness is force restraining itself; gentleness is power deliberately slowing 
itself down in the interest of a creative act.



Gentleness is what we meet in Jesus Christ. It is the ultimate power and 
personality of the universe slowing itself down to the pace of time and space, 
to the tempo of your life and mine. Gentleness is the God who can create 
galaxies in an instant with a mere thought, choosing to spend an entire week 
making a cabinet over a carpenter’s bench. Gentleness is what God 
demonstrated when he slowed himself from the blinding motion of eternity in 
order to walk at the speed of human life. Gentleness is what Jesus showed 
when he responded to the jeers of the crowd at the cross not with rapid 
renunciation and retribution, but with slow, patient words of forgiveness. And, 
my friends, that kind of gentleness is what someone that you are going to meet 
out there this week is going to hope for in you. Someone who learns 
something much more slowly than you do, someone who takes longer than you 
take to get to the point, someone who ultimately finishes a job more slowly 
than is your custom — that person is going to need some gentleness from you.

Gentleness is Power Stooping

But gentleness is so much more than just this slowing down, this meekness. 
The word “prautays” is also translated sometimes as = humility. If meekness is 
power slowing down, then humility is power stooping down. Gentleness is 
love's condescension or -- as Donald Grey Barnhouse put it: “Gentleness is 
love’s self-forgetfulness.” It is power bending a knee in humble response when 
it could just as easily do otherwise. 

Ken Medema could have chosen otherwise. Some of you recognize his name as 
one of the greatest Christian recording artists of the past fifty years, a man 
whose ministry has impacted millions of people. What some of you may not 
know is that Ken Medema was born blind. Determined to keep their son from 
being defined by this condition, Ken’s parents chose to give him experiences of 
life in all of its fullness. They taught him to ride a bike, to water ski, and to do 
so many other things that people who are visually impaired were normally not 
thought able to do. 

But, more valuable still, Ken learned attributes of character that are, arguably, 
the most beautiful music his life plays. For example, one day as Ken was 
crossing his college campus, he happened to collide with another student who 
(what are the odds?) was also blind. That student immediately whirled upon his 
assailant and yelled, “Hey, watch it! Can’t you tell I’m blind?” If I had been 
Medema, I would have railed back, “You’re not the only one with problems! 
Hey, what about me?” But Medema chose to respond instead with gentleness, 

and so he simply said: “Oh, I’m so sorry; I didn’t see you.”1

The Apostle Paul says to his impetuous assistant, Timothy, at one point: “The 
Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome; instead, he must be kind to 
everyone, and not resentful. Those who oppose him he must gently  



instruct” (2 Tim 2:24-26). Many years ago, Peter Marshall, Chaplain to the 
U.S. Senate, offered a prayer on this theme that would be valuable to a lot of 
us in America today: “Lord, when we are wrong, make us willing to humbly 
change. And Lord, when we are right, make us easy to live with. Amen.”

Gentleness Is Power Supporting

Gentleness is power slowing. It is power stooping. And finally, gentleness is 
power supporting. The Psalmist once wrote of God:  “Your right hand holds 
me up, and thy gentleness hath made me great” (Psa 18:35). Dan Clark 
tells the story of discovering the spirit at the heart of that affirmation when he 
was just a teenager, while standing with his father in line waiting to buy tickets 
for the circus. 

“Finally, there was only one family between us and the ticket counter,” says 
Clark. But, “this family made a big impression on me. There were eight children, 
all probably under the age of 12. You could tell they didn’t have a lot of 
money. Their clothes were not expensive, but they were clean. The children 
were well-behaved, all of them standing in line, two-by-two behind their 
parents, holding hands. They were excitedly jabbering about the clowns, 
elephants, and other acts they would see that night. One could sense they had 
never been to the circus before [and] it promised to be a highlight of their 
young lives.

“The father and mother were at the head of the pack, standing as proud as 
could be. The mother was holding her husband’s hand and looking up at him 
as if to say, ‘You’re our knight in shining armor.’ He was smiling and basking in 
pride, looking at her” with delight in his eyes. “The ticket lady asked the father 
how many tickets he wanted. He proudly responded, ‘Please let me buy eight 
children’s tickets and two adult tickets so I can take my family to the circus.’ 
The ticket lady quoted the price. Suddenly, “the man’s wife let go of his hand, 
her head dropping. The man’s lip began to quiver. The father leaned a little 
closer and asked, ‘How much did you say?’ The ticket lady again quoted the 
price. The man didn’t have enough money. How was he supposed to turn and 
tell his eight kids that he didn’t have enough money to take them to the circus 
after all?”

It was then that Dan Clark, just a teenager himself, saw a gentleness at work 
that he’d never forget. He watched speechlessly as his father quietly put his 
hand into his pocket, pulled out a $20 bill, and dropped it on the ground. “We 
were not wealthy in any sense of the word,” says Clark. But, nonetheless, “my 
father reached down, picked up the bill, tapped the man on the shoulder, and 
said, ‘Excuse me, sir, but I think this must be yours.’ The man knew what was 
going on. He wasn’t begging for a handout, but in a desperate, heart-breaking, 
embarrassing situation, he certainly appreciated the help. 
“He looked straight into my dad’s eyes, took my dad’s hand in both of his, and 



squeezed tightly onto the $20 bill, and with his lip quivering and a tear 
streaming down his cheek, he replied, ‘Thank you! Thank you, sir! This really 
means a lot to me and my family.’” Young Dan says that he and his father 
turned around and walked away. They got into their car and drove home. They 
did not have enough money to go to the circus that night, but they had not 

left empty-handed.2 

Dear ones, Love is like that. It slows down, it stoops down, and it supports, 
that others who have fallen down might be lifted up. That is gentleness. I have 
this vision in my mind of you and I and many others in our country discovering 
that even more clearly than we knew it before. In my vision we find ourselves in 
some distant time standing in front of some other kind of counter that is at the 
border between the world we have known here and the world that is beyond 
here. We approach the counter, and we are told the price for entrance. 
Righteousness is what is required for entrance. We frantically search our 
pockets and person and discover that we are without enough. As our heads 
hang in despair, we feel a tap on our shoulder; and we turn around and find 
ourselves gazing into the eyes of Jesus. And in his hands — his pierced hands 
— he holds pure righteousness, his righteousness. And he says to us, “Let this 
be yours.” We look in his eyes and we say, “O, thank you, Lord! Thank you!” 
And we go out to live in the world, and we seek to be the church to one 
another, with that kind of slowing, stooping, supporting, gentle love too. 

Will you? 

 _____________________________
1Raymond McHenry, In Other Words, p.163.
2“The Circus,” as recorded in Canfield and Hansen’s, A Second Helping of Chicken Soup for the 
Soul, p. 3.
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