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About a month ago I went shopping to pick up some oranges for my sermon on Hosea Ballous’ “A Treatise on Atonement.”  While I was inside the store, a random stranger made my day by leaving a note under my windshield wiper in a random act of kindness.   

I drive a Honda Civic hybrid.  Ever since I started driving, I’ve had a love for bumper stickers.  My partner Tina does not.  A colleague once referred to my last vehicle, also a Honda Civic, as a “billboard on wheels.”  When we moved to Texas about a year ago, I was hesitant to put stickers on the new car, so our DRE Julie Lambert suggested magnets instead. I bought magnets at a craft store and stuck the bumper stickers to the magnets and put the magnetized stickers on the car.  

I must admit that I have been more than a little nervous since last fall driving around this conservative part of Texas with my Obama-Biden magnet as well as sticker-magnets for the Human Rights campaign, Equality Texas, Pathways, Unitarian Universalism, and lately one that reads “Pro Faith, Pro Family, Pro Choice” that I picked up at our UUA General Assembly last June in Salt Lake City.  When I first saw the piece of paper folded over under my windshield wiper from a distance, I thought, “Oh no, - actually I said “Oh, -bad word a minister is not supposed to say in a sermon”– someone hit my car.”  And then I hurried over to the car, expecting a note with someone’s name and insurance information. But when I got to the car and I looked all around it, everything was fine. Not a scratch anywhere on it. Nothing was wrong. I put the oranges down on the hood and picked up the note and read this: 

Dear You,

Great ideals. Great Minds. There should be more of us in the U.S. (Signed) – Another progressive family in TX. – 

And there I stood.  Stunned, but happy.  Some people would call it a coincidence.  Some people would call it good fortune.  I call it grace.
As I wrote in the Pathways Weekly, Grace doesn't get a lot of theological attention in Unitarian Universalist circles.   A lot of UU’s have either left Christian theology behind or never were Christians, but the idea of grace is one we need not dismiss.  In fact, it’s one we can claim as Universalists.

In traditional Christian theology there are many ways to think of grace. Among the theologies of grace are grace as the abiding presence of God in the human person and grace as the unmerited favor or blessing of God. These ideas may be ways of thinking of grace that have given UU’s pause when the word is uttered. However, I think we do ourselves a disservice to dismiss both the word and the theological concept too quickly.

Grace is also the theological idea that God doesn't treat people according to what they deserve, for good or ill, and that God doesn't punish the guilty, but that God's love and acceptance is unconditional.  That’s a very Universalist concept! This is an idea right in line with Universal salvation, that God condemns no one to eternal damnation.  

In their book A Heretic’s Guide to Eternity Spencer Burke and Barry Taylor point out that the love of God is an opt-out proposition, not an opt-in for those who meet the membership rules.   They quote Rocker Nick Cave’s song “God’s Hotel”:

Everybody’s got a room
In God’s Hotel.
Everybody’s got a room.
Well you’ll never see a sign hanging on the door
Sayin ‘No vacancies anymore’
This is classical Universalism and it is grace. Welcome. You’re invited.  The universe is holy and you’re in.  You can opt out if you want to, but there is no special group of the elect or saved you need to get yourself into, you’re good. Grace.  “Grace finds goodness in everything.  She carries a pearl in perfect condition.”
 

Grace is the abiding presence of the divine within and among us that often goes unnoticed until something calls our attention to it and then we are called, invited, and compelled to give thanks.  I tend to think of my relationship with the divine other as a great mystery.  I come to know this mystery through my spiritual practice of sitting in silence, but also through the people, places and events of my life. My sitting with the mystery helps me to pay attention because I miss a lot.  Because I miss a lot, it doesn’t mean it’s not there.  

Even from a non-theistic perspective, (direct from the dictionary) grace is the abiding presence of beauty, kindness, compassion, and wonder that fills our days, born of the universe's gift to us and of human agency. Grace is a sense of fitness or propriety and a disposition to be generous or helpful. Grace is mercy and clemency as well as a favor rendered by anyone who need not do so, as well as any exemption or reprieve. These seemingly non-theological definitions of grace lend depth and meaning to lives lived with intentionality. I am thankful for the grace-filled moments of my life, divine and human. 
Grace, it's the name for a girl
It's also a thought that changed the world
And when she walks on the street
You can hear the strings

Grace finds goodness in everything.

How often do we overlook Grace -- it's an idea that can change the world, or at least your outlook on the world.  In 1986 the late Rev. Forrest Church of our UU Church of All Souls in New York City told the Boston Globe “…generally, politicians try to change society for the betterment of the individual. I like to change the individual for the betterment of society.”
  In their song Rejoice U2 sings, “I can’t change the world, but I can change the world in me.”  This is how we change the world and this is how the world changes, especially for the good.  When something inside us is moved, changes, awakens, lights up, and then sees and relates to the rest of the world differently.   This is grace, for it often happens unasked for - you can’t make it happen and you can’t study for it.  It is an internal shift of heart and mind that may happen all at once or gradually that leaves you in a different place, seeing through a new lens, framing through a different paradigm, experiencing everything in a different context.  Just as you can’t force enlightenment on others, you can’t demand it happen on cue with yourself.  You can say, “Thank you.” You can acknowledge the gift of new awareness with a sense of gratitude.

Look around you and give thanks.  We are conditioned by our culture to be on the lookout, not to look out.  We are ready to fight or take flight, ready to defend ourselves against the “enemy other” whether real or perceived. The 24-hour Faux News cycle constantly wants to create some perceived threat to our safety and security or pit us against each other in a life and death struggle for our very souls, lives, or the fate of the nation, when all that might exist is a difference of opinion expressed for example, on bumper stickers.    It gets so easy to be reeled into this.  We forget to lift up our heads, to look out into the streams of highways and byways on which our brothers and sisters travel past us every day and meet their eyes with ours.  We forget to stop, to just stop, to just pull over, get out of the car, and walk through the grass. We forget to just listen.  The mystery is all around us, this existence is graced, and all we have to do is listen…

(August Rush clip)


“What’s crazier: to hear a Thunderstorm and claim it’s the voice of God or to hear the voice of God and think it’s only a Thunderstorm?”   The music is all around us.  All we have to do is listen.  What we hear depends upon how and when we stop to listen and what we believe the music can do and be.  Wonder goes on around us all the time.  

I have a print on the wall in my office. It depicts two travelers looking over a mountain vista and has a quote from Albert Einstein: “There are two ways to live - you can live as if nothing is a miracle or you can live as if everything is a miracle.”  I believe what happens with us is that we can’t make up our minds. We tend to live as if nothing is a miracle and then we wake up and have moments of enlightenment and notice the miraculous all around us and think “amazing.”  The mystery sadly shakes her head because the miraculous wonder is constantly going on, but because we only notice it intermittently, it seems miraculous to us.  The music is always playing, but we only turn on the radio once in a while. Grace abounds, but we quibble over the theology, and focus on the darknesses and shadows, instead of being grateful for the light and seeing the beauty and goodness in everything.
� “Grace” by U2 – from the CD All that You Can’t Leave Behind, 2001


� Grace by U2


� http://www.uua.org/news/newssubmissions/151146.shtml
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