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Philip Gulley is a Quaker pastor who tells the story of how he came to be hired at his first church. He was invited to preach a trial sermon, and then after the service the elders met in another room to discuss whether to offer him the job. The thing is, the heating ducts in the church were arranged so that Gulley could hear the discussion going on in the in the room where the elders were meeting. Now, Gulley’s sermon had been on grace, and there were some questions which came up for the elders about that. At one point, on of the elders came upstairs and asked Gulley if he believed in hell. Gulley answered that he didn’t. The elder appeared somewhat shaken by that, and hurried downstairs to report this sacrilege. 

Now, Quakers do not vote on matters. Instead, they seek consensus. Gulley said that if they did vote, he never would’ve gotten the job. But instead, one of the elders pointed out that he was a new minister and deserved a chance. Another pointed out that, since he was new to the ministry, they wouldn’t have to pay him very much. That seemed to settle the issue. Gulley said that he stayed at that church for four years, and that by the time he left, he did believe in hell.

Most pastors have similar stories... stories of congregations that proclaim grace, but have difficulty practicing grace. Most of the people in congregations, for that matter, have also experienced, at one time or another, what might be called a failure of grace. I heard Lyle Schaller once tell of an experience he and his wife had while visiting a new church. The church had a ritual of fellowship as part of the service, where people were encouraged to turn to their neighbors with a greeting. The people in front of Schaller, and to either side, were otherwise engaged, so he turned to a couple sitting behind him, introduced himself, and explained that they were visiting that Sunday. “We know,” the man responded, “you’re sitting in our pew.”

That’s one kind of failure of grace, but there are others. I’ve known people who have been members of a congregation for years, and always felt that they belonged, only to suffer some sort of personal set-back -- a divorce, the loss of a job, a child who gets in trouble with the law -- and then begin to sense that people are now distant from them, uncomfortable around them, or even a bit judgmental. I’ve also known people who have been deeply hurt by a thoughtless word, and others whose ideas were ignored, and who suddenly feel that they no longer belong as they once did. There are all kinds of failures of grace, many of which are completely unintentional, but which have devastating consequences, nevertheless.

Jesus experienced such a failure of grace once when he was invited to the home of Simon, a respected religious leader in the community. While he was there, a woman barged into the house with a lavish -- and even a bit embarrassing -- welcome for Jesus. Simon was a bit put off by this, but it also served to call into question Jesus’ status as a prophet. “If he were truly a prophet,” Simon thought, “he would know what kind of woman this is, and would not so easily accept her extravagance.”

But the Jesus turned to Simon and told him a story about two men who each owed money to a moneylender. Neither of them had the funds to repay him, so the moneylender simply cancelled the debts of both. Which man, Jesus then asked, would love the moneylender the most? Well, said Simon, the one who had the greater debt would have the most to be grateful for. Yes, said Jesus. And then he began to teach Simon a lesson in the failure of grace. "Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little."

Simon’s religion is exclusive. You have to be good to get in. Jesus’ is inclusive. Simon expresses his religion by abiding by the rules; Jesus prefers the woman’s passionate gratitude and extravagant love. Simon’s religion pushes the woman—and people like her—away. Jesus accepts her, says, “You are welcome here.” John Buchanan says that “God has arranged it so that being forgiven and forgiving go together: receiving and giving are part of the same experience, being loved and loving creates synergy, energy, passion, extravagance. And being a Christian means showing great love. That’s what Simon didn’t get. And that’s exactly what the woman did: expressed an extravagant, passionate, deeply grateful love because somehow she had discerned the good news, the gospel truth, that she was accepted and loved, welcome and at home in the grace of Jesus Christ.”

This notion of being forgiven and being forgiving, of experiencing grace and showing grace is so simple, so natural, so understandable... and yet, all of us have difficulty with it. As most of you know, I went to seminary at Duke. Duke, as you also might know, has the reputation of being a bastion of liberalism in the heart of the South. Some have said that the weirder you are, the more acceptable you are at Duke. That may be true, but only up to a point. 

That point was reached a few years ago when Will Willimon, at that time the Chaplain of the University and Dean of the Chapel, invited (on a dare, I might add) Jerry Falwell to speak at Duke. As you might expect, Falwell did not receive the most gracious of welcomes. The President of the University asked Willimon when his next job evaluation was due. The campus newspaper ran the headline: “Dean of the Chapel Invites Notorious Homophobe Christian to Duke.” There were calls for a massive show of resistance to Falwell's "closed minded, racist, homophobic, self-righteous, incendiary rhetoric." Willimon said later, “We liberals are nothing if not open-minded.”

Falwell came and he spoke, and even took questions, all of which he handled with grace and aplomb. In fact, people were a bit miffed that he didn’t say anything particularly incendiary. Some were even more miffed that he came across as such a likable guy. While the audience was disposed to dislike him for his lack of grace, it was their own failure of grace that was most on display. After his death, someone asked Willimon if he’d ever met Falwell. “Meet him!” he said, “Jerry nearly got me fired!”

One of the marks of a fruitful congregation, that is, a congregation that is bearing fruit the way Jesus encouraged us to do, is personal hospitality. Personal, in that it is not a program or a ritual, not an ideal listed in the church’s vision statement, but is something that each and every member of the congregation tries to practice. It is something we practice, not because we know we ought to, but because we ourselves have experienced it. We welcome because we have been welcomed. We forgive because we have been forgiven. We accept people because we have been accepted. And we come each week to ask forgiveness, because we each of us continue to exhibit failures of grace.

Now, when we talk about God’s grace, God’s forgiveness, God’s hospitality... it is not something that can be understood apart from the personal. And yet, invariably, we will speak of it as some kind of theological concept. How big is it? How wide is it? And someone will invariably invoke the name of Adolph Hitler or Saddam Hussein. Does God’s grace, forgiveness, and hospitality extend that far? It’s really a way, not of trying to determine God’s limits, but a way of justifying our own. After all, if we can be excused from showing hospitality to the worst sinner in history, then how about the second-worst, or the third? How about my neighbor down the street who is really a jerk? Just what are the limits?

But, as I say, God’s grace cannot be understood apart from the personal. As a concept, it makes no sense. As a personal experience, it makes all the difference in the world. The experience of knowing that you are forgiven. The experience of knowing that you are accepted. The experience of knowing that you are welcomed. As ideas, they’re nice, but they don’t mean much. As experiences, they mean everything. And, as experiences, we naturally want others to experiences it, too.

The hymn we sang a few moments ago? Pass It On. I’ve got to admit it’s not one of my favorites. I liked it when I was in Junior High and sitting around a bon fire. Now, it’s right up there -- or down there -- with Kumbaya for me. But I chose it today because, while it may not be great music, it does express a great truth:

· It only takes a spark to get a fire going,

· And soon all those around can warm up in its glowing;

· That's how it is with God's Love,

· Once you've experienced it,

· Your spread the love to everyone

· You want to pass it on.

And you do. You don’t have to start with the worst sinner in history. Start with a sinner who is much like yourself. Maybe somebody you already love or care deeply for. Maybe somebody you just met, and therefore don’t know how great a sinner he or she may be. But practice personal hospitality. That’s how it is with God’s love.

