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“On Grace” 
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From an interview with Anne Lamott with Amazon.com 

Grace is that extra bit of help when you think you are really doomed; also, 

not coincidentally, when you have finally run out of good ideas on how to 

proceed, and on how better to control the people or circumstances that 

are frustrating or defeating you. I experience Grace as a cool ribbon of 

fresh air when I feel spiritually claustrophobic. Sometimes I experience it as 

water-wings, something holding me up when I am afraid that I'm going 

down, or the tide is carrying me away. I know that Grace meets us where 

ever we are, but does not leave us where it found us. Sometimes it is so 

small--a couple of second’s relief here, several extra inches there. I wish it 

were big and obvious, like sky-writing. Oh, well. Grace is not something I 

DO, or can chase down; but it is something I can receive, when I stop 

trying to be in charge.  

We communicate grace to one another by holding space for people 

when they are hurt or terrified, instead of trying to fix them, or manage 

their emotions for them. We offer ourselves as silent companionship, or 

gentle listening when someone feels very alone. We get people glasses of 

water when they are thirsty.  

 

 

 

Two famously respected ministers, one long gone another still very much 

alive gave me permission to bail on trying to convey to you this morning 

the traditional nuanced and complex meanings of grace.   

 

John Haynes Holmes is long gone.  He did and said a lot of inspiring things 

one of which was to say that of all the books on his shelves – and a 

minister has many books on the shelves – his theology books were the 

ones that gathered the most dust.  More useful were the poetry books 

with their pages stained with tears and worn for wear. 

 

Still very much alive, Gordon McKeeman considered all of the time he 

had spent poring over esoteric theological matters.  On the 20th 

anniversary of his ordination in 1965, he reasoned that “when [he thought] 

how seldom anyone ever asked a question that has even a remote 

relationship to any of these fields, [he was] led to regret spending so much 
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time on it, save for the fact that it did open the door to the opportunity to 

work with people as a minister.” 

 

Let’s give them both a hand.  (Believe me; you want to give them a 

hand.)   

 

As I said last week, every faith tradition holds some concept of grace – 

and most manage to complicate it within an inch of its life.  And no one 

cares. So we won’t go there.  “There” is that place that is like sound proof 

room, thick and stubborn in keeping out the sounds and music that 

regular people (and I’m going to put all of us in that “regular people” 

category) crave and need to enliven our spiritual lives.    

 

So let the old books gather dust.  Let’s listen to some music this morning.  

We’ll go on a walk that hopefully will be much more satisfying.   

 

Grace has its own particular music that enlivens our lives and illuminates 

life’s beauty.  In fact, one of our most beloved theologians, James Luther 

Adams, wrote an essay entitled “Music As a Means of Grace.”   

 

Here is some wisdom about grace that brings on the music:   

 

“Sometimes grace is a ribbon of mountain air that   gets through the 

cracks.”   Anne Lamott  Grace (Eventually) 

 

And this … 

 

“Grace is the sense of a divine gift that enables good things to happen to 

us and through us and to be communicated to others.”  George Kimmich 

Beach The Essential James Luther Adams 

 

And this … 

 

“She’d never forgotten … how a mystery caught in the hand could lose its 

grace.”  Barbara Kingsolver Prodigal Summer 

 

And this … 

 

“Grace is a snowday.” Rob Hardies (personal conversation) 

 

And the music shared in last week’s sermon:   

 

“Grace is a blessing, a blessing that is undeserved, unsolicited, and 

unexpected, a blessing that brings a sense of the divine order into our 
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lives.  The ways of grace are mysterious, we cannot figure them out.  But 

we know grace by its fruits, by the blessing of its works.” Peter Fleck as 

quoted in Heretics’ Faith:  Vocabulary for Religious Liberals by Fred Muir.   

 

Finally, bumper sticker wisdom:  “Grace happens.”   

And a reminder of John Wesley’s excellent quote, also shared last week:  

“Nothing is more repugnant to capable, reasonable people than grace.”   

 

Of course there is tension.  There is a tension because it is difficult to get 

our minds around what grace means.  We are capable, reasonable 

religious liberals and we need a definition. We are very committed to our 

dictionaries.  Our dictionaries do not gather dust on our shelves.    

 

But grace … who knows?  In two different parts of her book, Grace 

(Eventually), Anne Lamott, a liberal Christian, says this about two specific 

experiences of grace:   “Maybe this is grace, or simply the passage of 

time.” (pg. 116) and of the other:  “Call it grace or magic or answered 

prayer or coincidence …” (pg. 174) 

 

This from the woman who titled an entire book of essays after the concept 

of grace.  So, if you like call it magic.  Or unanswered prayer.  Or 

coincidence.   

 

Or grace.   You can call it grace.   

 

Here’s a definition.  You won’t find this definition in the dictionary.  Here’s 

the definition of what grace looks like in real life.  

 

There this woman. She is not particularly youngish but more middle-aged-

ish.  She is healthy.  Takes care of herself.   But bla bla bla because 

nevertheless, a tumor is found.  And it is not small.   

 

First, there is the fear.  Come on.  Let’s not kid ourselves.  The head 

spinning worry.  The what if’s.   

 

In time, she turns her attention out and beyond the list of things she 

cannot control.  Which is a long list, the first thing on it being the tumor.  

And then there is one very quiet moment and a feeling that overwhelms.  

It is the music that floats in from the house next door faint at first until you 

open the window and hear it loud and clear.  It is the music that says, 

“You know, kid, everything is going to be okay.  You can do this.  You may 

kick it.  And if kicking it is not in the cards, you have lived strong and if it 

comes to this, you will die strong.”   
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As this morning reading describes, this woman received “that extra bit of 

help when [she thought she was] really doomed.”  And although she was 

met by grace exactly in the place where she stood, she was left 

elsewhere after.  Lighter. Stronger.  And still afraid.  But lighter.  Stronger.   

 

She kept her eyes and ears open to it.   

 

That’s grace.  For once, leave the dictionary on the shelf.  Look it up in 

your life.   

 

Because everyone has access to its power.  You have access to its power.  

You need only to keep your eyes and ears open to it.  You need only to 

get out of the sound proof room.  

 

How would it be, living like this: not trying to control every little thing?  How 

would it be to deeply know that there is so precious little that we can 

control?  Now, don’t confuse this idea of letting go as a theology that 

trusts that the Lord will take care of everything.  Remember that woman?  

With the tumor?  Through grace she was reminded of her own strength 

and the strength she drew from those around her.   

 

Grace is keeping our eyes open to the mystery and peace of the 

universe.  This peace comes more easily when we are not so intent on 

controlling the universe.   

 

We are invited only to listen carefully to the music.       

 

Amazing grace.  How sweet the sound.   

 

Once lost.  Now found. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 


