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Will you pray with me?

Almighty God —
Through the mystery of your grace,
meet us today where we are,
and move us closer to where you would have us to be.
We pray this in Jesus’ name, amen.

What image or idea comes to your mind when I say the word, “grace?” What does that
word — grace — bring to mind?

(It’s a gift, undeserved, unmerited, it’s forgiveness, etc...)

One image that comes to my mind is the Dennis the Menace cartoon strip. Dennis and his
pal, Joey, are leaving the Wilson’s house with a freshly baked cookie in each hand. And
Dennis explains to Joey, “Mrs. Wilson gives you cookies because she’s nice, not because
you're nice.”

When we talk about grace, it’s a nice thing — an undeserved kindness that seems to
speak not just to what we receive but also to the character of the one who gives it.

When we talk about it at church, grace is a God thing. It's the undeserved kindnesses,
the unmerited gifts that God extends to us. And that means church (and not Disneyland)
should be the happiest place on earth.

But that is not how the world has come to see church, is it?

I'm not sure you've heard, but churches have earned a bit of a reputation for being
“holier-than-thou,” a bit “frozen chosen-ish,” a bit judgmental and, at times, a bit unkind.
(Not this one, of course. I am obviously talking about other churches...)

Here’s an image of how people have come to think of the church:

Mark Twain once said that he put a dog and a cat in a cage together as an experiment, to
see if they could get a long. They did, so he put in a bird, a pig, and a goat. They, too,

got along fine after a few adjustments.

Then he put in a Baptist, a Presbyterian, and a Catholic. Soon, said Twain, there was not
a living thing left.



How is it that the very places that preach grace have become known primarily as places
of judgment and of ungrace?

I suspect it's because somewhere along the way we decided that we know best who is
deserving of grace and who is not. But if you have to be deserving of it, it means it’s not
grace at all.

In the gospel of John, the word “grace” only occurs four times, did you know that? And
all four times are right at the start of John's gospel, right there in the prologue — those
tirst eighteen verses. That’s not an accident. That’s John’s way of setting the stage for
what we ought to expect to find throughout the rest of the gospel. Listen to what it says:

“And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory
as a of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth... From his fullness we have all
received grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth
came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is
close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (John 1:14, 16-18).

The gospel of John operates on the assumption that the fundamental human hunger is
to know God. In this gospel particularly — which is different than the other three in so
many ways — knowing God is the saving event. But, as the prologue pointes out, “no one
has ever seen God.” So the Son of God has come with a singular purpose — to make
God known (1:18). And, as the prologue has also told us, the one who has come to make
God known is full of grace and truth.

So, while John 1:18 is last time the word “grace” shows up in the gospel of John, it is not
the last time that we see grace in the gospel — because the one who comes to make God
known is full of grace.

What if we really believed what we sometimes say and hear in church about grace, that
grace is the unmerited favor of God — without condition; that there is nothing I can do,
nothing I am, nothing I can give, nothing I bring. It is the totally unconditional, non-
contingent, no strings attached, unearned favor of God.

Let’s suppose that we really believed that. What would it look like?
I think that it would look like Jesus in our story this morning.

There is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool called, in Hebrew, Beth Zatha. And they
bring the lame and crippled and paralyzed and blind and diseased, and place them
around the pool, because it is believed that every once in a while the waters are divinely
stirred, and the first one in the water once stirred, will be healed.

There is a man lying there who's been there for thirty-eight years. Jesus comes into this
scene of human misery and says to the man who’s been there for thirty-eight years, “Do
you want to be healed?”



He says, “I don’t have anybody to help me into the pool. By the time I get to the water,
others go in before me!”

Jesus says, “Take up your mat and go home.” And immediately he was healed, and took
up his pallet and went home.

But it was the sabbath day. So some of the clergy say to him, “It’s the sabbath day.
You're not allowed to carry your pallet on the sabbath day!”

In his defense, he says, “But the man who healed me told me to take up my mat and go
home.”

They said, “Who is it?!” And he says, “I don’t know who it was.”

Later on, he found out who it was and went back to the authorities and said, “It was
Jesus who told me to take up my mat.” And they began to persecute Jesus even more,
because he had violated the sabbath.

That is a story of radical, unconditioned, unmerited, non-contingent grace.

Now, like all of the stories in John, it is a layered story, and you have to work your way
through it.

At the first level, it is kind of humorous story. Jesus goes in here and says to a man who
has been lying there thirty-eight years, “Do you want to be healed?”

“Well, it had crossed my mind during the last thirty-eight years.” Isn’t that a strange
thing for Jesus to ask?

And then, when he is healed and starts home, he’s arrested. I mean, he’s been sick
thirty-eight years, and he gets healed on the wrong day. I find that kind of funny.

But then if you go in just a little bit deeper, it’s also a story of judgment. Why are these
people at this pool anyway?

There is something unsatisfying or “not enough” about the religious institutions in the
city that they were somehow not meeting the needs of the people, so they’re now over
at the pool. That happens in every age, in every culture. It happens in our culture that
people feel the institution, the church does not satisfy their needs, and so they join up
with other little things. You may have friends who belong to things like that.

“We’ve been missing you in Sunday school.”

“Well, we go to the pool now. We're at the pool.”



“We’d sure like to have you back as part of the choir.”

“Well, we're at the pool now. My family’s at the pool. We just feel that's where things
are really happening — down at the pool. In fact, I met a woman the other day whose
cousin said her neighbor had been healed there. That’s where it’s really happening, so
we’re at the pool.”

The pool seems to be a judgment against the regular, normal institutions of religion. But
what’s going on at the pool?

At the pool, the object of religion is to get something for yourself. And what happens at
the pool is that you push and shove, and try to get there first. There’s a lot of pushing
and shoving. They’re not holding hands, singing, “We’re one in the spirit, we're one in
the Lord.” They are pushing and shoving! “ Always someone getting in front of me and
getting there first!”

Have you ever been to a gathering where it’s one-upmanship on who has the greatest
faith and who's had the greatest miracle happen to them? Can’t you just see it? And
what happens here? Pushing and shoving and competition. Not interested in prayer,
but in answers to prayer. Those you can tally. When you reach five-thousand, you can
prove that God answers prayer.

And, when the waters are stirred, who gets in first?

Somebody twisted? Aching, bent, crying in pain? No, no, no. Somebody with a chapped
lip or hangnail. They just go plunging right in there!

Isn’t this a judgment — on any kind of religion, whether it’s institutional or
entrepreneurial? It gives all the allusion of what’s happening, but actually it’s attracting
all the people with the chapped lip or the hangnail, and not doing a dad-gum thing for
those who are twisted by life’s storms and prejudices. Doesn’t it make you ache?

But let’s go a little bit deeper. What happened to this man? He’s healed, but why?
Because he belongs to the local synagogue? No. Because he’s wet from the pool? No.
Because he’s a man of pristine character? No. Because he’s full of gratitude to God? No.
Because he’s repented of his sins? No. Because he believes in Jesus? No.

“Who told you to take your mat and go home?”

And he said, “You got me...” Now, I don’t care if you're a Baptist, a Presbyterian, or
Catholic — that won’t pass for a confession of faith in anybody’s church.

Then why in the world was he healed?



I have looked back and forth over this scene again and again, and I can’t find any
reasons at all. The only quality I see in this man is that he’s ignorant — “I don’t know
who it was...” And when he does find out, he finks on Jesus. He goes back to the
authorities and rats Jesus out.

Now is that gratitude? Is that faith? Is that repentance? No, it's none of those! I'll tell
you the truth, I don’t really like this guy.

And yet, he walks home healthy and well.
What are we to learn from that?

This story throws our faith back in our teeth. Since I was a child, I have heard preached
that the grace of God is totally, absolutely, 100% non-contingent, unearned, unmerited,
unrelated to anything I am or do. It is God’s grace.

And then, when I read a story in scripture of unmerited, unearned, non-conditioned
grace, I just feel like: “You have got to be kidding me.”

Do you know what we have here? We have a story of the most radical grace there is.
There is not a reason under the sun why this man should get God’s grace, except that it
is God’s to give, and not ours to determine.

Do you see what I mean?

When we take grace seriously, when we actually believe what we claim about it, it takes
all of our expectations for who is deserving and who is not, and it buries them. It just
flat out buries them.

Before it was an airport, La Guardia was the mayor New York City. In fact, Fiorello La
Guardia was mayor of New York during the worst days of the Great Depression. “He
was called by adoring New Yorkers “the Little Flower” because he was only five foot
four and always wore a carnation in his lapel. He was a colorful character who used to
ride the New York City fire trucks, raid speakeasies with the NYPD, take entire
orphanages to baseball games, and whenever the New York newspapers were on strike,
he would go on the radio and read the Sunday funnies to the kids.

One bitterly cold night in January of 1935, the mayor turned up at a night court that
served the poorest ward of the city. La Guardia dismissed the judge for the evening and
took over the bench himself. Within a few minutes, a tattered old woman was brought
before him, charged with stealing a loaf of bread. She told La Guardia that her
daughter’s husband had deserted her, her daughter was sick, and her two
grandchildren were starving. But the shopkeeper, from whom the bread was stolen,
refused to drop the charges.



‘It's a bad neighborhood, you Honor,” the man told the mayor. ‘She’s got to be punished
to teach other people around here a lesson.”

La Guardia sighed. He turned to the woman and said, ‘I've got to punish you. The law
makes no exceptions — ten dollars or ten days in jail.” But even as he pronounced the
sentence, the mayor was already reaching into his pocket. He extracted a bill and tossed
it into his upturned hat saying, ‘Here is the ten dollar fine which I now remit; and
furthermore I am going to fine everyone in this courtroom fifty cents for living in a
town where a person has to steal bread so that her grandchildren can eat. Mr. Bailiff,
collect the fines and give them to the defendant.’

So the following day the New York City newspaper reported that $47.50 was turned
over to a bewildered older lady who had stolen a loaf of bread to feed her starving
grandchildren, fifty cents of that amount being contributed by the red-faced grocery
store owner who had pressed the charges to begin with” (Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin
Gospel, 91-92).

When I read a story of grace in scripture, I feel like that red-faced grocery store owner
And yet I wouldn’t trade it for anything, because I know deep down that no one is
deserving of it — no, not one.

Grace is more than grading on the curve. It's more than getting a cookie for each hand.
It's more than having your fine paid for you. And it’s more than you or I will ever be
comfortable with.

And that is precisely what makes it grace.

Amen.



