Joseph returned with their young son from Bethlehem to Nazareth. Luke says: “When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him” (Luke 2:39-40).

If you were listening for the word “grace” in those verses, you didn’t hear it. The word is there, it’s just hiding. The word for “favor” (Greek: charis) is the same as the word for “grace.” The grace of God, the favor of God, rests upon the infant Jesus. The grace of God likewise rests upon those gathered disciples after Jesus’ death and resurrection, especially after they receive the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. It is all one and the same, and it is all good. God’s grace, God’s favor, is upon those early disciples. It covers them like an umbrella in a thunderstorm.

Jesus begins his own ministry on a note of grace. Jesus is no longer an infant, but a grown man, about to leave his hometown. He enters the synagogue of Nazareth, unrolls the scroll of Isaiah, and reads those famous words about the Spirit of the Lord being upon him, to preach good news to the downtrodden and oppressed. He closes the scroll and boldly announces: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Luke sums up the whole episode by saying: “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth” (Luke 4:18-22). There is that word “grace” again: the “gracious words that came from his mouth.”

As Jesus reads from the prophet Isaiah, he leaves something out. Jesus ends the passage abruptly, in the middle of a verse. The last words that Jesus reads are “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Isaiah 61:1-2). Favor, again, is the same word as “grace.” But the proclamation of Isaiah 61:2 is “the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God.” Jesus doesn’t say a thing about vengeance even though those words are staring up at him from the scroll in his hands. He skips over them because Jesus doesn’t do vengeance. Jesus is all about grace! We probably deserve the vengeance of God because of our sins, but we don’t get God’s vengeance: we get God’s grace instead. We have God’s favor because of Jesus: by his cross and resurrection, Jesus attained God’s grace for us. We simply get to accept God’s grace as a gift.

This is true for all of us in the Christian community. When the baptismal water touches our heads, we are marked as belonging to God. We are marked as God’s favorite sons and daughters. Great grace is bestowed upon us. The hope, the prayer, is that we will grow to understand enough about that favor, that grace, to accept it as our own. But that can be difficult because we would rather not admit we need such a gift, thank you very much. We would rather see ourselves as people who are basically good, who earned God’s special favor by living exemplary lives. We do not want to be indebted to God for the grace in which we stand. 

In that respect, we are like the prodigal son. You know the story. A man has two sons. One stays home tilling the fields; the other cashes out his inheritance, flees to a far country and makes a mess of his life. He blows through every shekel in no time, and comes crawling back to dad, hoping for a little kindness for old times’ sake. Instead, the father throws a party, an expression of favor, such as that village never saw. The older brother, who lived an exemplary life, is jealous. Who wouldn’t be? But, as dear old dad patiently explains, he is overjoyed because the son he thought was lost is now found. The father is the paragon of grace in action.

This sort of thing goes against every moral inclination hard-wired within us. Apart from the Christian gospel, common sense dictates that people ought to get what they deserve. “You do the crime; you do the time.” The Franciscan theologian Richard Rohr calls this sort of thinking the “economy of merit.” Those who do right can expect to get good things in life. Those who do not can expect punishment. It’s only fair, right?

Yet, if we are serious about following Jesus, we must make a fundamental shift in our outlook. We must switch from the economy of merit to the economy of grace. Making that switch is tough, especially for those of us who tend to be our own harshest critics. Those of us who fit that description do not need some frowning magistrate to tell us we are bad people. We are already convinced that we are, and we remind ourselves of it a hundred times a day. When we are busy judging ourselves, it is impossible to extend grace to others.

The revolutionary power of grace, says Richard Rohr, “is God’s magnificent jailbreak from our self-made prisons, the only way that God’s economy can triumph over our strongly internalized merit badge system. Grace is the secret undeserved key whereby God, the Divine Locksmith, for every life and for all of history, sets us free.”

There is an unforgettable scene from the 1986 film, The Mission, that illustrates this point. The movie is about the Spanish colonial empire in South America. Robert De Niro plays Mendoza, a brutal slave trader who captured, sold, and murdered more native people than he could count. Mendoza’s life changes when he murders his own brother in a fit of rage. The hard-bitten conquistador is overcome with remorse. He scarcely thought twice about killing a native in the past, but now he realizes that every human life has value, and that he is guilty of spilling far too much blood.

A Jesuit priest (played by Jeremy Irons) gives him a penance to atone for his sin. Mendoza must accompany an expedition of missionaries deep into the rain forest. There they plan to teach the natives about Jesus. On the trek into the forest, Mendoza binds up his soldier’s armor in a net. He ties a rope around the heavy burden and drags it along, to remind himself of the violent life he left behind. The sack of armor slows the expedition, but the priests are patient. They know how important it is for Mendoza to do his penance.

Close to their destination, the missionaries climb to the top of a waterfall. At the top, they warmly embrace the native friends they met on an earlier journey. But then the natives spy Mendoza, still scrambling up the rocks beside the waterfall, dragging his armor behind him. They know this man, and they fear him. One of the natives grabs a knife and runs over to Mendoza, holding the blade against his neck, threatening to kill him in revenge. Mendoza looks up at his assailant, preparing himself for death. But, in a surprising twist, the native man does not the Mendoza’s throat; he cuts the rope holding the bag of armor. The entire company watches Mendoza’s burden fall away, tumbling down the waterfall, smashing onto the rocks below. Mendoza cries like a baby, fresh from the womb of God. A priest says, “Welcome home, brother.” The acceptance of God’s grace become Mendoza’s introduction to the way of Jesus.

Grace is a gift. You cannot be a follower of Jesus Christ if you do not set aside judgmental, rules-based thinking, and claim the joyful truth that you are never going to get what you deserve at the hand of God. Which is a good thing, because, if we got what we deserve, we would never survive such wrath. What we have, instead, is the bright promise of God in Jesus Christ, a promise of grace, hope, and forgiveness. Thanks be to God who gives us such victory and names us as God’s favorite sons and daughters!

Prayer: Grace-Giving God, the Bible says that I am forgiven by repenting of my sins and turning to Jesus. I know that I am saved by grace through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, and yet I find that my thoughts constantly return to my many sins and misdeeds. I struggle to accept that I am fully and unconditionally forgiven by You. Help me to believe that I am forgiven completely. Give me the grace to truly accept that all my sins are forgiven unconditionally, and that my sins will be remembered no more. Thank You, Lord, that I am forgiven. Thank You for sending the Lord Jesus to pay the price for my sins on the cross. I pray that in His strength, I may live my life for Him every moment of the day. In Jesus' name I pray, Amen.

Source: Richard Rohr, “The Economy of Grace,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for March 28, 2014.
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If you had to devise a bumper-sticker slogan to get people to take a good look at our church, what would you write? There are some good and funny ones out there.
· Honk if you love Jesus. This classic line reminds us to give Jesus our praise.
· Tithe if you love Jesus. Anyone can honk. Support what really matters in life.
· Powered by Jesus. A reminder from where our strength comes.
· It’s not a religion. It’s a relationship. Faith is about the love we share.
· Normal isn’t coming back. Jesus is! Nothing is certain, except God’s promises.
· I can’t, but I know a guy. Jesus can handle whatever life brings.
· If Jesus is your copilot, switch seats. Let Jesus lead is good advice.
· God answers knee-mail. Stay in touch with God through prayer.
· God wants spiritual fruit. Not religious nuts. Inspiration to build up, not tear down.

Did you catch the bumper-sticker slogan in today’s reading? Acts 4:33 says of the first apostles, “Great grace was upon them all.” That slogan may not work so well on a bumper sticker because the word “grace” is often used but not fully understood. The word needs a little Doug-splaining. 

There are lots of meanings of the word “grace.” It may suggest a graceful ballet dancer, the “social graces” we employ in polite company, or the “grace period” before you must pay back a loan. All good stuff. The word “grace” comes from the Latin gratia, which means “something pleasing.” In classical Greek and Roman mythology, there are three sister-goddesses, “three graces,” identified as charm, beauty, and creativity. Again, all good stuff.

The dictionary gives another meaning for grace: favor, which gets us closer to the theological meaning of grace. If parents have a favored son or daughter, they put that child on a pedestal. He or she is the proverbial child-who-can-do-no-wrong. So, too, with the grace of God. God’s favored Son, of course, is Jesus; but God doesn’t put Jesus on a pedestal. God puts Jesus on a cross or, at least, allows the horrors of the cross to happen. The beneficiary of God’s favor is not God’s Son Jesus, but us!

It is a curious thing, but this verse from Acts is the second part of a set of bookends. The first one is at the beginning of Luke. (Remember, Luke wrote both the Gospel and the book of Acts.) In chapter 2, Luke is wrapping up his story of Jesus’ birth, telling how Mary and

