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Psalm 91:1-10; 1 Peter 4:8-11; John 1:14-17      
I remember the declaration of a woman who was going through a bitter divorce, “As badly as I need people around me,” she said, “My church is the last place in the world that I would go right now.”  When their teenager daughter became pregnant as a senior in high school, friends in another city sent her out of town for almost a year so that she and they would not have to face friends in the community and their church.  When a business man found his name in the bold print of a newspaper headline accusing him of embezzlement, he went into a seclusion that he did not want interrupted even by members of his church.  Though members of another Christian congregation in the community, parents of a son dying with HIV/AIDS call to ask if I will visit their son and conduct a service for him when he dies, explaining that their church refuses to reach out to him or to them because of his “sin.”
Each of these actions bears witness to a basic assumption on the part of the people involved—in a time of trouble and grave difficulty, our church will judge us and criticize us, but will not help us.  That all-too-common assumption stands in sharp contradiction to one of the most basic convictions in my life regarding the identity and the ministry of those who see themselves as “people of God.”
Frankly, whether the theme of the sermon for this morning is about church or about grace, I really do not know.  That is because, in my mind, the subjects of church and grace are inseparable.  If the church is the fellowship called into existence by God to function as a contemporary expression of the body of Christ, the church is a community of grace.  Grace defined the character of Jesus as no other word.  The gospel writer named John called him “grace upon grace,” more grace than anyone could imagine.  Those who followed Jesus and knew best the nature of his fellowship described the church as a steward of grace and referred to its members as facilitators of grace, ministers of grace.  
On the other hand, if my thoughts begin with grace rather than with church, I quickly reach the same conclusion—the church is a community of grace.  No other word better defines the distinctive nature of Christianity than the word grace—God’s initiative for the undeserving.  The apostle Paul captured and conveyed the truth most succinctly, “While we still were sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8).  Grace pervades the fellowship of people gathered in Christ’s name and, through their lives, finds expression in response to people in need of grace.  Help is given not when others deserve it, but when they need it.
For goodness sake—literally, for the sake of goodness—please do not relegate either grace or church merely to the realm of doctrines.  Perhaps turning grace and church simply into doctrines is one of the most serious mistakes made in the history of Christianity.  It is when grace and church are merely matters of belief that church members can get all teary-eyed singing the great old hymn “Amazing Grace” and, in the next breath, gossip about someone in trouble in the community, ending the conversation with, “Well, he had it coming to him” rather than seeking a way to be of help to that person.  
Please understand that at stake in the center of this sermon is not a doctrine to be believed, but a reality to be shared, not a creedal statement to be affirmed but a way of behaving that is as essential to Christians as the necessity of breathing.  A church may be about much more than grace but a church cannot be about anything less than grace or anything contradictory to grace and remain a church.  If we are not wading with people through the deepest, most viciously swirling waters pounding against their lives and giving tangible evidence of consolation, understanding, and help, we are functioning at an institutional level below that of a church and at a spiritual life sub par to the meaning of Christianity.  
Among a group of people who are really dedicated to being a church and in the life of an individual truly devoted to living as a Christian, grace is an instinct more than a doctrine, a belief, an affirmation, or a biblical principle.  Grace is an instinct as strong as that which causes us without thought to reach for food when we are hungry or to seek water when we are thirsty.  When we see people in need, our basic instinct, our initial response, is to reach out with compassion and assistance.  You see, then, the place of a church in a community is with the guilty, among berated people in dire circumstances, interacting with individuals who have fallen or failed. 
 Maybe it would be helpful to state more fully what grace is not.  Confusion about grace can cause a great deal of trouble.  Grace is not passivity.  We do not accept everybody because we could care less what anyone has done wrong.  That is apathy, an attitude detached from morality, passivity, a mindset not even in the family of grace.  We care how people behave—we care deeply—but we refuse to allow behavior with which we disagree to erode our compassion or to compromise the urgency with which we turn to those people with help.
Grace is not an endorsement of illegal actions.  Our nation had a chance to learn this truth during the impeachment proceedings in the Clinton Administration.  Now, unfortunately, once again a teachable moment has arisen after the indictment of a government leader.  An expression of grace is not a justification for illegal behavior, but illegal behavior is not a justification for withholding grace.
When dealing with a person charged with breaking the law, we respond with grace while respecting the judicial process and supporting authorities’ concern for justice.  Life moves on two tracks—one legal, one grace-full.  A court must do its work.  In no instance, however, should a person’s judicially-declared guilt and subsequent sentencing by a court of law negate or weaken in any way Christians’ commitment to treating that person with grace and working for the person’s wellbeing.
Grace is not a promise contingent upon a certain condition.  An exercise of grace must not be dependent upon us playing the role of judges and determining whether or not a person in trouble deserves help.  Grace is for the guilty.  Grace finds expression in helpful actions directed toward people who do not deserve help.  
Often I hear people comment, “I am willing to help that man if he turns out to be innocent of the charges pressed against him” or “I would like to reach out to that woman with assistance, but she needs to pay for her bad judgment.”  Friends, in relation to grace, there are no “ifs,” “buts,” or any other exceptions.  “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us”—that is the preeminent model of grace.  Trouble, guilt, and difficulty are the contexts in which grace is meant to thrive.
Images help me with theology by making visible and tangible truths and concepts that seem difficult to understand and embrace.  When it comes to grasping the meaning of grace and the church as a community of grace, we are blessed with great, helpful images that enable us to understand what grace looks like.
I point you, first, to the ancient institution of cities of refuge.  Sacred precincts of safety for people in trouble were provided among the Phoenicians, Syrians, Greeks and Romans of antiquity.  Debtors, runaway slaves, and even murderers could find asylum in these places.  Israel, too, provided sanctuaries of refuge at sites on which there stood an altar to Yahweh, the God recognized by the psalmist as “my refuge,” the God who guaranteed safety to people otherwise in serious trouble.  
I recall, as if yesterday, a morning on the Kona Coast of the big island of Hawaii walking along the beach and grounds of a sacred sanctuary that, beginning in the 15th century, served as a place of refuge for people in trouble.  Welcome to the safety of this spot were violators of sacred taboos as well as breakers of civil and cultural laws.
Perhaps, though, most vivid in my memory and most helpful to my theology remains the image of a house of refuge located on Gilbert’s Bar of Hutchinson Island not far across the waters from Stuart, Florida.  This simple, wood-framed house was built by the United States Life-Saving Service (What a great name!), a precursor of the United States Coast Guard.  The house was the government’s in response to the numerous ships destroyed and lives taken by summer hurricanes, reefs, and winter storms off the East Coast of Florida in the late 19th century.  I walked through the building and the grounds around it stunned by the reality of such a national commitment to refuge and the stark scarcity of such a commodity in contemporary religion and government.  
Parallels between this house of refuge and the church as a community of grace have continue to pulsate in my heart and inform my convictions about what it means to be the people of God.
The sole purpose of this simple building was to serve people in trouble.  Service to desperate people with desperate needs was the only reason for the existence of this institution.  Think about its location—its very location was a definition of grace.  The house was built at a spot on the shore-line where destructive storms were most prevalent.  When this structure was erected in 1875, it was built on the worst possible sight for a building.  But it was located precisely at the spot where troubled people were most likely to need refuge.  Consider the mission of the house of refuge. This institution was formed to provide a secure shelter for people with serious problems.  Most everybody who showed up at this house of refuge was without any substantive resources; virtually no one could pay for help.  Listen.  Only as the supplies in this house were being depleted to assist people in dire conditions were the mission of the house being fulfilled and the preservation of the house justified.  Ponder, please, the matter of vision.  Those who built the house of refuge were not offering a light house pointing people toward a safe passage, rather a sanctuary for those whose passage had been terrible, a refuge promising help and the kind of safety and security that contribute to recovery, a refuge that never closed.
Battered people who knocked on the door of this house of refuge were not required to answer a series of questions before being admitted.  “What was the cause of your ship wreck?  Had you been drinking?  Were you the one who made an error in judgment?  Could you not have avoided this trouble if you had tried harder?”  No, no, no—a thousand times no!  People who knocked on the door of this house of refuge heard only the words, “Welcome.  Come in.  You can stay here as long as you need to stay.”  Why, why, can’t churches relate in such a manner to people who need us?
My God, I thought to myself, this house of refuge is the true image of church; this is a vivid expression of grace.
Our church—Northminster Church—does well as an emissary of grace, though, honestly, like most people, we tend to find it easier to be grace-full among individuals whom we know and love than among strangers.  I think that we understand need is a part of our shared identity and that forgiveness is a non-negotiable if we are to live in community.  Certainly we recognize the importance of grace even if we do not always translate that recognition into expression.  I know the translation is not easy.
In the realm of religion, any time that we seek an institutional expression for a spiritual experience we run the risk of compromising the integrity of the experience.  Institutions are so demanding that paying attention to the institution can become more important than addressing the problems that the institution was formed to address.  That is why so many people substitute going to church for being church or speak to others about the importance of being baptized into the church rather than of meeting and following the Christ.  In such situations, institution has take precedence over experience.  
Preoccupation with an institution—even the institution called church—can exact a heavy toll from the biblical emphasis on and spiritual experience called grace.  All too frequently protecting the institutional interests of a church become more important than doing the fundamental work of a church.  Subsequently, we sandpaper down the rough edges of the gospel, seek to make the demanding outreach of grace among people in trouble palatable to other people who have little stomach for putting up with any individual whom they consider less than almost perfect, and refrain from associating with individuals and causes that could be socially controversial enough to adversely affect contributions to the budget of the church.  
At that point, grace-fullness is replaced by judgmentalness and law takes precedence over mercy.  The church considers its best prospects those who can contribute the most to it rather than those most in need of it and offers forgiving acceptance only to people who have done nothing to place such forgiveness and acceptance in jeopardy.
Credo—I believe that church is a community of grace.  Only to such a congregation will I give my heart.  
Our place is where life is rawest and needs are greatest.  Our vision is an extension of help amid people with problems.  Our work is to give away what we have.  And our model is the Christ who showed us beyond question the nature of the God who was known as “refuge,” the God who extends grace to us and calls us to share that grace with other people.
To be able to share in a fellowship that strives to live as a community of grace is a gift beyond measure and to share in the ministry of that fellowship—this fellowship—prioritizing attentiveness to people in need and accepting into our embrace all in search of healing and wholeness are to experience the exalted joy of sacred work.  
Amen.
 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, today we remember with great gratitude those reformers in the Sixteenth Century who loved truth more than life and risked their lives for a recovery of integrity in the church.  Because of them, the Bible is a book of the people rather than a book for the self-declared spiritually elite, congregational singing is an important medium for corporate worship, and your love, O God, is recognized as a free gift to all of us rather than as a commodity thought to be available only to the few of us who can purchase it with our finances or earn it with our spiritual perfection.  Thank you God for courageous reformers and their compassionate reforms that brought the church once again to live out your calling in its commitment to following the ministry of Jesus.
But, our declaration of gratitude would be incomplete without a request for your help, O God.  So we ask of you that you make of us—all of us—people equally passionate about the importance of truth, equally courageous in assuring continual reforms in the church that bring the church closer to the Christ, and equally visionary about the manner in which the whole of the spiritual life takes seriously the singular importance of the journey of faith on the basis of grace alone—your grace, God; the grace of Christ; and our grace made full through expressions of compassion toward all people.  Amen.
 
