GRACE AND FORGIVENESS
By definition, grace is something we can’t give ourselves. It comes from outside of us, as unmerited favor. We can’t do anything to obtain grace. And part of the outside God uses to dispense his grace is other people. As people use their gifts, they are “faithfully administering God’s grace in various forms”. 1 Peter 4:10. God made us stewards over the administration of his grace.

Many ministers have heard their parishioners say, “I know in my head that God forgives me and accepts me, but I can’t feel it in my heart.” They have memorized verses on forgiveness, God’s love and acceptance, their position of grace, and all the related doctrines. They “know” the information in their heads, but they are far from “knowing” it in their hearts. They commonly think this “head” knowledge is somehow going to “sink in” to their hearts. This is not the way things work.

The head and the heart work in different ways. The head works by gaining, assimilating, and accommodating new information. We take in data, compare these data to what we already know, and then form an understanding of the new information as we grow in ‘knowing’.

While the head works with “information gathering,” the heart works with “experience gathering.” It is similar to how a doctor comes to “know” surgery. She must study the books, but she must also get into the operating room and experience surgery firsthand to “know” how to operate. In like fashion, we may know what the books say about God’s grace, but until we have experienced it, our “knowing” is only in our head.

To experience God’s grace, however, our hearts have to be connected to it. We can certainly connect to God “vertically” through prayer, but to feel his grace completely we have to open our hearts to the full expression of it “horizontally” through other people. To connect fully with the grace of God, we have to go to where it is, and he has chosen to put it into other people. So those who only study the “facts” of the grace of God and do not experience other people loving them, as peter directs us, will fall short in their realization of that grace.

To connect with God’s love, however, we not only need people, but also need our hearts to be available to those people. We have to be open and vulnerable for the grace and acceptance to do any good. Many people “fellowship” with others, but they share so little as they fellowship that nothing happens at the heart level. As Paul told the Corinthians, ‘we have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, and opened wide our hearts to you. We are not withholding our affection from you, but you are withholding yours from us. As a fair exchange, I speak as to my children, open wide your hearts also.’ 2 Cor. 6:11-13. So for growth to occur, it must include experiences where hearts are open with each other. Otherwise, it is just known in someone’s head and never experienced at the levels God has designed.

This is one of the meanings behind James 5:16, which says, ‘therefore confess our sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.’ Many Christians do the vertical confession of 1 john 1:9, where they confess to God, but not to others. So they ‘know’ they are forgiven and loved in their head, they just don’t ‘know’ it in their heart. We are made to experience both, and it is one of the reasons that Jesus commands us to love one another.

Years ago we treated a pastor for a sexual addiction. For years Joe had struggled and labored under the fear and guilt that go with this problem. He had confessed and prayed to God over and over again, but he had not been able to get out of his addictive cycle. Finally his sense of failure and depression was so great that he checked himself into our hospital and joined a group I was leading.

One morning I arrived for a group session, and a nurse told me that Joe was not going to attend that day. He said he didn’t feel like it. What was really happening, however, was that the night before he had had a “slipup.” He felt so guilty he did not want to come to the group. I went to his room and talked him into coming.

As members in the group began sharing, someone asked Joe if he was okay. He said yes, but we didn’t believe him. During the entire time he had been a member of the group, he had mostly helped others, as he had in his professional life, and he had not shared much of his pain. But this particular morning, I did not let him off the hook. I prodded him to share with the group. He finally agreed.

As he told his story, he looked at the floor. He recounted years of sexual acting out and his fears, when he was preaching, that someone would recognize him from the night before. His life was a duplicitous nightmare. He told about how depressed and alienated he felt and, most of all, about his inability to stop. He painted a horrible picture. 

Then something happened. As Joe was looking down, telling his story, I looked around the room and noticed something. All the members of the group had tears in their eyes. They ached for him. I could feel the compassion and grace in the room. But I could also see that Joe was not at all connected to the grace available to him. 

“Joe,” I said, “I want you to look up at the group.” 

“No,’ he said. “I can’t.” 

“Yes, you can,” I said. “look up.”

He resisted some more, but I would not give up. Finally, with a struggle, he looked up at the other members. As he looked around the room, he saw the same teary, compassionate eyes I had seen. He saw the gentle smiles. He saw the acceptance. In short, for the first time he saw grace. He broke. It was like a reed snapping. He fell forward and sobbed like a little child. At that moment his addiction was broken. Of course, he had additional work to do, but the power of his addiction had been broken as he experienced grace in the depths of his soul.

Until then, his experience of grace had only been propositional. He had not experienced grace “in the flesh,” as the new testament talks about it. But when the body did its work, ‘administering God’s grace in its various forms,’ healing occurred.

The point here is that grace can be available to us, but we might not be available to grace. We can be around a lot of acceptance and grace, but until the hurt and guilty places of our hearts are exposed, we do not experience grace, and the gap between our head and our heart continues.

So, with Paul, make sure that you are helping others to “open wide” their hearts also. Provide vulnerable experiences with each other from the depths of the heart so that the body’s work of grace can be done. Grace must be experienced to be known. Many Christians have experience with the body on Sunday morning in a pew, but not in a private setting where they can share the pain and the vulnerable places of their hearts. Yet, this is where healing takes place. Fellowship on Sunday or at a potluck or a bible study is great, but fellowship with the depths of the heart is what heals.

Take for example the following story:

A man became stranded during a flood on the roof of his house. He prayed to God to save him. A short time later a man came floating by on a log and yelled at him to jump on so that they could float to safety together. “no thanks.” He said, “my God will save me.” Soon after a boat came by with a couple in it. They invited him to climb in and row to safety with them. “no thanks,” he said again, “my God will save me.” Finally a helicopter came by and lowered a rope for him to climb up. “no thanks,” he said, “my God will save me.” 

A little bit later he was swept up in the flood and died. He arrived in heaven and met God. His first question was. “God, I prayed for you to save me, but you didn’t help me.” 

The lord looked at him with loving eyes and said, “I sent a man on a log, a boat, and a helicopter, but you refused to use them.”

This shows how so many times we ask God for help and then don’t take the help or don’t realize that he has sent it. Often in our lives God sends help, words of encouragement, and even answers to prayers through others. The body of Christ, one body, but many members working together and helping one another. Spreading God’s grace and love across the land. 

This is what Jesus meant when he said love your neighbor as yourself,

And don’t forsake the fellowshipping of one another. We are one body, many members, the Body of Christ, and the family of God. 

Praise his holy name.
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