
CALVIN 22

The GRACE of GOD
(Or God’s footprints in history)

…our Lord Jesus Christ through whom we have been allowed to enter the sphere of
God’s grace, where we now stand. Romans 5:2

The Sydney Morning Herald (27/4/02 Spectrum p. 5) recently published an
interview of Gregory Benford, Professor of Physics at the University of California
in Irvine, with his famous colleague Stephen Hawking in Cambridge, England.
The latter wrote two bestsellers A Brief History of Time and recently The Universe
in a Nutshell. Hawking has Lou Gehrig’s disease. He lives in a wheelchair and
cannot speak any longer. All communication is done via a special voice-automated
keyboard.

In this interview at the University of Cambridge, Hawking refuses to either ‘say
that the universe is pointless or that it is designed for some purpose’ and then
adds that to pursue the quest for meaning ‘would require one to stand outside
the universe, which is not possible.’ Yet he is also overwhelmed by an impression
of order adding: ‘the more we discover about the universe, the more we find
that it is governed by rational laws. If one liked, one could say that this order
was the work of God. Einstein thought so.’ Later in the interview he says that
‘we could call order by the name of God, but it would be an impersonal God.
There is not much personal about the laws of physics.’

If one accepts Hawking’s assumptions that nothing can be known outside the
capacity for reasoning of the human brain, he is probably right. Yet these
assumptions are too narrow for what we know nowadays about the complexity
of our mind and psyche. The assumptions ignore the whole-making capacity of
our commitments, feelings and emotions. They also ignore the laws governing
social behaviour which also transcend pure reason.

This brings us right to the readings for today. The assumptions underlying all
readings are that there is a God who transcends human understanding and who
is more than human reason can encompass. What is more, this God can be
approached through faith rather than through reason which in final resort is
assumed to be more than equal to Him and confine Him to our limited
conceptions. We affirm every Sunday that we have a point of reference outside
the universe. In other words there is a sharp and basic difference between the
Hawking view of the world and the Biblical one.
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The first one is too narrow. It is exclusively centred on man and his capacity
for reason. It assumes that one cannot say that there is meaning or purpose in
the universe, falsely assuming that the agnostic position does not have an implicit
sense of meaning, however negative that view may be. The second, Biblical
view, by contrast, is much wider and is centred on God who is beyond human
understanding and reason and yet is in benign communication with humans, in
spite of their arrogance, self-centredness, imperfection and disorderliness.

Let us take all these readings in turn. There is first of all the story of Abraham’s
wife Sarah conceiving her first child (Isaac) long after this seems humanly possible
(Genesis 18:1-15). Strangers who prove to be heavenly messengers in disguise
visit Abraham and predict that he will have a son within a year. The crux of the
story is verse 14 where the Lord asks: ‘Is anything impossible with God?’

Calvin in his commentary on the passage suggests that all of us are like Sarah
who cannot suppress a laugh of unbelief. We too, Calvin says, ‘measure the
promises and the works of God by our own reason, and by the laws of nature.’
Sarah ‘having fixed her thoughts too much on the accustomed order of nature
did not give glory to God’ because she was unable ‘to conceive a miracle in her
mind.’ ‘She limited the power of God within the bounds of her own sense …
the power of God ought not to be estimated by human reason.’

And then Calvin sums it all up as follows: ‘He who does not expect more from
God than he is able to comprehend in the scanty measure of his own reason,
does him grievous wrong.’ It is as though Calvin all of a sudden leaps the distance
of four and a half centuries and counters Hawking’s agnostic position with a
much more sophisticated, true to nature, vision that the search for meaning and
order is, and always has been, a mark of humanity’s greatness and source of
scientific progress.

Psalm 116:1-2; 12-19, today’s second hymn, also thinks about God’s grace and
gifts as way beyond what humans can repay (verse 12). God is the one who has
‘undone the bonds that bound me (verse 16)’ and therefore is entitled to
'thank-offerings' (verse 17). Calvin, commenting on verse one states that one
cannot gain the experience of God’s grace unless one places one self ‘entirely
under his guidance and guardianship’ and ‘extols the grace of God as highly as
one can (verse 12).’ In other words to experience God’s grace requires standing
firmly outside the observable world of the senses and adopt an openness that
transcends a man-centred view of the world.

Similarly Romans 5:1-11 is about the grace of God. Paul says that humans can
be made whole (saved) through faith and commitment to Jesus Christ. Therefore
we can enter the realm of peace, serenity and confidence that otherwise would
elude us (verses 1-2). He suggest that it will allow believers to endure suffering
and even use that very suffering to become stronger in the faith and provide
the proof that one has stood the test (verses 3-4). All this is possible through the
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Holy Spirit which is the channel through which God floods the human heart
with love (verse 5).

That love of God is based on a new relationship of grace. Jesus’ sacrifice on the
cross is at the core of this new relationship. Jesus gave his life to make up for,
to atone for, man’s sin. This was an act of reconciliation on God’s part. He wiped
off old scores, thereby, as J. B. Phillips puts it in his translation of the passage,
allowing us to ‘be perfectly certain of our salvation through His living in us
(verses 6-11).’

In Romans 5:3 Paul says that ‘tribulation works patience’ or in Latin: ‘tribulatio
patientam efficiat.’ Calvin therefore uses the word ‘effect’ in his commentary.
He says: ‘Christians, with all their glorying, are yet strangely harassed and
distressed in this life, which condition is far from being a happy one’ and then
continues to argue that ‘the godly are prevented by these calamities from being
blessed, but also that their glorying is thereby promoted. To prove this (Paul)
takes his argument from the effects, and … at last concludes, that all the sorrows
we endure contribute to our salvation and final good.’

By correctly changing the verb ‘working’ into ‘effecting’ Calvin allows me to
introduce the essence of this sermon, that in sharp contrast with Stephen
Hawking’s observation that standing outside the universe is impossible,
Christians believe that the effects of God’s footprints in history are there for all
to see. The entire Bible and all the readings for today testify to God’s grace. They
show that the Holy Spirit concretely and actively ‘effects’ life on this infinitely
small bit of earth in the immense and apparently infinite universe.

This is also true for the last of today’s New Testament readings, Matthew
9:35–10:23. Here Jesus teaches the good news of the kingdom (Matthew 9:35)
because he is moved to pity seeing the people scattered like sheep without a
shepherd, harassed and helpless (Matthew 9:36). Leadership is missing and those
who are not fortunate enough to possess the worldly security of position and
power are rudderless and like sheep harassed by the wolves of greed, cruelty,
savagery and oppression.

Jesus by contrast is filled with compassion. To maximize the potential he fills
the void by transferring his authority to the disciples (Matthew10:1) proclaiming
the message: ‘The kingdom of Heaven is upon you (Matthew 10:8)’, to cast out
unclean spirits and to cure the sick. His instructions are quite specific: they are
not to charge for their services (Matthew 10:8). They are not to take any gold,
to pack for the road, to take a second coat or shoes and no stick (Matthew10:9).
It looks as though Jesus is foreshadowing that organization has it own pitfalls
that detract from carrying out his and his disciples’ mission in the world.

They are sent as sheep among the wolves, wary as serpents, yet innocent as
doves (Matthew 10:16). Therefore it is not enough to just shut oneself off from
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the dog-eat-dog world, a world of sin both within oneself and without because
surrendering oneself to that world is to be defeated by it and even to become
like it. It has to be countered with love and compassion, Jesus says. Wary like
serpents means not only to understand that world, but also to counter it with
wisdom, common sense, understanding and concern for others.

Yet it also means that understanding and countering that world implies strong
opposition, as indeed Jesus himself experienced when he was crucified by the
very people he was sent to heal and save. So with the disciples, they might be
hauled into court. And if they are, they are not to worry about how to speak,
but to let the Holy Spirit do the speaking for them (Matthew 10:19-20). To be
effective in this world it is not enough just to trust in one’s talents, or lack of
them. No, one has to allow the Holy Spirit to do it for you.

If the Bible readings this morning are rather long it is because I included the
optional part of the lectionary (Matthew 10:9-23). I read them carefully and
began to wonder whether they are optional because they are a bit embarrassing.
In contrast with the image of Christian ecclesiastical organization in Paul’s letters
and what subsequently the Christian churches anywhere in the world have
become, these passages stress an absolute minimum or actually, absence, of
organization.

If that is what Jesus wanted the church to be, it is an implicit indictment of both
fundamentalism and worse, the establishment character of most, if not all
churches. If fundamentalists insist on barring women from the eldership and
ministry (according to 1 Corinthians 14:34-35) they must also logically and
consistently insist on ministers and elders going around without shoes, no second
coat, no home, staying with whomever would have them, no possessions, such
as gold, silver or even copper in their purses, no pack for the road and certainly
no charge for services.

Yet it is also an indictment of the establishment character of most, if not all
churches. And by this I mean the beauty, solemnity, orderliness, loftiness of
our buildings and ways of worship. They contribute to our edification and as
such are not to be scorned and despised. They belong to a particular style of life
which contrasts with the very simple description of what the church’s beginning
was all about.

What makes the comparison actually worse, are other observations of Jesus in
the Gospel. There is first of all the story (Luke 16:22) of the rich man in hell
being jealous of Lazarus enjoying the bosom of Abraham, where as Calvin thinks,
‘the scattered children of God meet during their pilgrimage on this earth’ and
which he compares with ‘a quiet harbour at which believers arrive after
navigating present life.’
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There is also Jesus saying (Matthew 19:24) that ‘it is easier for a camel to pass
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.’
Calvin solves both examples of the predicament of the powerful and the rich by
pointing to Jesus also saying (Matthew 19:26) that what is impossible for man
is possible for God and further insisting that ‘the Spirit of God … exceeds all
our senses.’ Augustine, says Calvin, informs us ‘that riches do not shut against
any man the gate of the kingdom of heaven, but that it is open alike to all who
have either made a sober use of riches, or patiently endured the want of them.’
Yet the clue to it all is ‘God’s grace which assists men to keep the way of
salvation.’

It is also not to be forgotten that to Calvin (commenting on Peter’s sermon at
Pentecost in Acts 2:17) prophets were ‘accurate observers of their times’ and
spoke figuratively ‘to fit their time’ and applied ‘their style unto the capacity
of their time.’ I interpret this to mean that in this day and age (so much more
complex than the days of Jesus) God’s authority and grace remain a beacon of
hope and stability and that our luxuries, our organizations should never occupy
pride of place in our basic commitments and motivations.

Still on organization, I believe that the Calvinist or Presbyterian and Reformed
ecclesiastical organization more than other forms minimizes potential corruption
of power and maximizes orderliness. Yet it is also an organization, and as such
not different from the Episcopal and congregational modes of organizing church
affairs. All I am trying to say is that if we take Matthew 10:9-23 seriously we
must be careful not to sacralize what is a necessity if we want God’s word to
survive in a hostile environment.

Calvin makes the distinction between the civil order and the kingdom of God.
The first one is proximate, the latter absolute. That is the way it should be.
Calvin interprets Matthew 8:33 and Luke 8:39 as having ‘symbolic significance’
by which is meant ‘the last and most erudite of meanings.’ He calls it ‘anagoge’
(Greek for ‘lifting things to a higher level.’) In the particular context of Jesus
casting out demons, Calvin explains ‘that the cures of bodily diseases, performed
by our Lord, were intended to be symbolical of the removal of spiritual diseases
by the power and grace of the Great Physician.’ Applying this kind of
interpretation to Matthew 10:9-23 we may conclude that Jesus meant to say that
God’s grace is actually the real and essential message behind the specific instance
of the earliest beginnings of Christianity before it had to be organized as a viable
movement and that the specifics may differ according to the embeddedness of
the gospel in time and place.

Calvin’s commentary, on Matthew 9:35, is that the kingdom of God has the
purpose of making the ‘sadly scattered’ become whole (saved) so that they gain
‘perfect happiness.’ But there is a condition. They have to let themselves be
guided and guarded by God. It will not do, as he says in his comment on Matthew
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10:19 ‘to measure themselves by their own strength which is always small or
nothing.’ No, ‘Christ forbids the disciples to look at their own strength, and
enjoins them to rely, with undivided confidence, on heavenly grace.’ And then
he adds: ‘Frequently does it happen that the Lord leaves believers destitute of
the gift of eloquence, so long as he does not require that they give him a
testimony, but when the necessity for it arrives, those who formerly appeared
to be dumb are endued with more than ordinary eloquence.’

Let us think a bit more about the meaning of God’s grace. It has already become
obvious from today’s readings that it is a gift experienced by countless
generations before us and that it has been there from the earliest beginnings of
Biblical history right up to the present day. Jewish, Christian and Islamic history
insists that God’s footprints are abundantly clear in all of history, for all who
are not blind. Actually the story of the gift of God’s grace sums up what all those
Biblical authors spanning so many centuries are all about and want to say. Yet
just as real are the efforts of Satan to undo God’s grace and the immensity of sin.

The Greek word (Charis) that is used in the New Testament and translated for
us by ‘grace’ actually means ‘favour.’ It means that someone (in the Bible always
God) has done us a favour. It is the opposite of being wrapped up in oneself. It
means being liberated, not being bound anymore (Psalm 116:16). It means the
freedom of not being imprisoned any longer in one’s own little world. It means
the opposite of the echidna on our property who rolled himself in a ball of
prickles when I almost stepped on him yesterday. Echidnas have developed a
very effective way of surviving in a hostile world: rolling oneself up in a hard
shell of spikes.

Humans are a bit like that, aren’t they? Yet this anxious way of encountering
the world can become a veritable neurosis, a misplaced trust in the immediate
and tangible. God’s grace is different; it liberates and encourages the openness
of love, compassion and affection. It encounters the world as a lamb amongst
wolves. It encourages Christ’s followers and disciples to be as innocent as doves.
This may lead to a cross, but it also and ultimately leads to the God-given peace
which ‘passeth all understanding (Philippians 4:7).’

God’s grace is not necessarily to be identified only with a win in the lottery, a
piece of good luck, evidence of material success or improved security, as
obviously is the case with my echidna. It often means a hard won integrity in
the face of hardship rather than surrender and compromise. It means to let God
determine one’s next step rather than over-anxiously defend oneself solely with
the weapons at hand.

This also means that God’s grace is closely bound up with obedience and trust.
One cannot expect to receive the benefits of God’s gift of salvation or wholeness
without faith in the giver. If one denies or doubts his existence and one believes
that the universe can only be explained in terms of the concrete windings and
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turnings of one’s superior capacity for thinking, the world must exclude God.
Then obedience and trust can only be found in the self and other thinking selves.

The grace of God is like the love of the father in the story of the prodigal son.
The father’s heart went out to him while he was still a long way off and ran to
meet him. He ordered a feast to celebrate the day and said: ‘This son of mine
was dead and has come back to life; he was lost and is found (Luke 15:24).’ The
grace of God is like the reconciliation between father and son. The father’s
forgiveness is matched by the son’s return and obedience.

Very similarly, Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross stands for God’s love reconciling
God and man. It expresses God’s grace and favour to redeem man whose rebellion
has alienated him from the creator. But now the rebel has returned and has
promised to fit with the father’s running of the land. Faith is restored, the
covenant is renewed and man’s wellbeing guaranteed.

As is to be expected, Calvin strongly stresses God’s authority when he touches
on grace. And he is right. After all grace is primarily a favour and a gift, and as
Calvin emphasizes, an unmerited, undeserved gift, like the prodigal who had
nothing, no merit left to claim the right of acceptance by the father. To Calvin
living in the turbulent, insecure age he experienced, the counterbalance of God’s
shepherd-like authority had to be equally, if not more, strong to hold it all
together. To expect that humans could climb to a man-made salvation through
their own efforts or good works just was not realistic and would not do.
Something much more drastic had to be accomplished, such as Jesus dying for
the sins of the world and God’s grace being miraculously injected in existence
in order to rescue man from perdition.

Therefore he says in the Institutes (III ii 11) that he ‘holds it to be a most
pestilential delusion for man to be a fellow-labourer with the grace of God.’ He
does not object, he says, for humans to ‘voluntarily follow the movement of
grace’, but that is as far as he wants to go. Obedience, faith and goodwill are
God’s gift to man. ‘Whence it follows, that nothing is left for the will (of men)
to abrogate as its own.’ And to add strength to his argument he approvingly
quotes from Paul’s letter to the Philippians (2:13): ‘for it is God who works in
you, inspiring both the will and the deed, for his own chosen purpose.’ This
accords with Jesus’ commendation to the disciples to let the Holy Spirit do the
inspiring and speaking if they are hauled before courts.

The time has come to be more specific about God’s footprints in history. After
all agnostics, such as Stephen Hawking and many of my colleagues in the social
scientific study of religion are hardly persuaded by the arguments as I have
built them so far on the basis of scripture and Calvin’s interpretations. They will
dismiss them as Sigmund Freud did, as ever so many fantasies and wish dreams,
concocted to compensate for deplorable inadequacies of life, to provide us with
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what we want from it or as a crutch for those who cannot cope with their
helplessness.

Fortunately it is possible to argue for God’s footprints in history even from the
factual, scientific set of assumptions of my agnostic colleagues. I am thinking
about the effect of belief in God on a large range of moral issues. This effect can
and has been expressed in figures and statistics. The Religion in Australia survey,
which I conducted at The Australian National University in the 1960s and
updated in the 1980s, allows me to compare those respondents who believed in
God without doubt and those who did not.

Sex relations after marriage with someone other than husband and wife were
generally disapproved, but more by believers than non-believers. Much larger,
however was the difference (39%) between believers and non-believers on the
issue of sex before marriage. The orthodox believers (56%) were also much more
likely than the non-believers (21%) to disapprove of the person who had a small
job on the side and did not declare it for income tax purposes or to disapprove
of the person who takes too much change when the shop assistant has made a
mistake (94% versus 71%).

The effect of evangelical religion on denominational statistics is also well-known.
If in the provinces of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia the percentage of Baptists
is four times larger than in the rest of Canada, the increase is largely the result
of very successful revivals and Christian conversions in the last quarter of the
eighteenth century. The Baptists managed to become the heirs of what actually
had begun amongst the Congregationalists who had escaped north during the
War of Independence of the American colonies (1776-1783).

Yet winning arguments with non-believers in terms of their own assumptions
is not the main theme of this sermon. The unifying theme of all of today’s Bible
readings is God’s loving care and offer of salvation to all those who are burdened
by their sins or the disorderliness of their personal and social existence. Actually
I cannot think of any book in the Bible written many centuries apart that does
not focus on God as the immortal, invisible, eternal source providing a frame of
reference in the beyond for all the mortals who yearn for peace and salvation.

This is the tangible effect of our Christian faith that we celebrate today. It is
God’s free gift. It is God’s grace which underlies all of scripture and the very
foundation of our church. And it is this sentiment that is so well expressed in
the third verse of Faber’s Hymn 395 which we will shortly sing together:

There is a wideness in God’s mercy,
Like the wideness of the sea;
There is a kindness in His justice,
Which is more than liberty.
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