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At the beginning of each worship service, before I extend a welcome and share announcements, I 
start with this blessing, “Grace and peace be unto you in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ.”  I started saying that because the Apostle Paul begins his letter to the Corinthian church 
invoking the blessing of God’s grace and peace.  Grace and peace – it sounds very serene, doesn’t it?  
And at another point in the worship service we talk about God’s grace when it comes time to ask for 
forgiveness of our sins.  With the challenge of confronting our sinfulness, that talk of grace is a little 
less serene, but hey, all’s well that ends well, right?  For soon there is an assurance of being 
forgiven, then we sing in celebration of God’s grace and then we pass the peace of Christ since we 
have enough of it to share with others.   
  
Grace, peace – what imagery do these concepts bring to your minds?  A babbling brook, or a gentle 
breeze on a spring day?  We don’t get a full sense of it just from our reading of the initial nine verses 
of this epistle, but this is a letter to a divided and troubled congregation.  Paul addresses quite a 
variety of issues that were bringing discord into their midst.  They needed a healthy dose of God’s 
grace and peace in order to just get along.  The thing is, God wanted more for them than to just 
experience a state of harmony and friendship.  So it works quite well that the gifts of God’s grace 
and peace don’t consider themselves finished after accomplishing just one task.  In fact, a babbling 
brook or a gentle breeze may be far too mild in terms of imagery for God’s grace and peace.   
  
Pulitzer Prize winning author Annie Dillard wrote how Christians unthinkingly approach an 
encounter with God.  “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently 
sensible of conditions.  Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely 
invoke?  Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it?  The churches are children playing on the 
floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning.  It is madness to 
wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.  Ushers 
should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews.  For the sleeping god 
may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can never 
return.”  1 
  
Are God’s grace and peace more like an explosion or flood than they are like a babbling brook or a 
gentle wind?  I do think we have an encounter with God’s grace and gladly receive the gift of divine 
forgiveness and then we expect that grace to leave us the heaven alone.  But it doesn’t, because 
grace is not through with us at that point.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about the concept of ‘cheap 
grace’ as the understanding that we could receive the benefits of God’s forgiveness without taking 
on any of our faith’s costly demands. 2 I guess I would rather label such an understanding as 
‘narrow grace,’ that which consigns it to work just on forgiving our sins, when scripture points to a 
very ‘broad grace’ that does that and so much more, including our task of forgiving the sins of 
others so we move closer to the realized blessing of the peace of Christ.    
  
Part of what grace relentlessly does is to reshape our lives to live in fuller conformity with God’s 
good intent.  People of faith and people without faith can misunderstand this.  Atheist author 
Richard Dawkins writes: “Do you really mean to tell me the only reason you try to be good is to gain 
God’s approval and reward, or to avoid his disapproval and punishment?  That’s not morality, that’s 
just sucking up, apple-polishing, looking over your shoulder at the great surveillance camera in the 
sky, or the still small wiretap inside your head, monitoring your every move, even your every base 



thought.” 3 No, Mr. Dawkins, that’s not why we try to be good.  Rather, God’s rich grace continues to 
work in us, not just in justifying us, but in reshaping our lives.   
  
The ‘waking god’ that Annie Dillard referred to, in my mind, is not a god moving out of slumber, but 
is a waking God who awakens certain things within you and me.  Maybe God’s grace then is 
something like an alarm clock that calls us to actually get up and live out the dreams about what our 
life together could be.  It is grace that doesn’t just deliver forgiveness and love to us, but enables us 
to forgive even those who are also undeserving and to love those some consider unlovable.  Grace, 
according to Paul, does not leave us lacking in any spiritual gift.      
  
It also gives us a new methodology.  As one writer described the new way that Jesus showed us how 
to live – “You show wisdom, by trusting people; you handle leadership, by serving; you handle 
offenders, by forgiving; you handle money, by sharing; you handle enemies, by loving; and you 
handle violence, by suffering.” 4 Some would see that way of living as absurd or even masochistic. 
But many of us would say we can live in such a way only by grace.  Some would not understand why 
Stephen Ministers dedicate themselves to being with people who are hurting, but by God’s grace, 
they have experienced God’s caring presence which then helps them want to be a caring presence 
for others.  Some cannot fathom why we would give from our own pantries to those who don’t have 
enough for their own needs, but we have experienced God’s generosity and it can inspire our own.  
It is by grace that we can begin to “love from the bottom up.” 5  
  
Further, it is grace delivered by the Holy Spirit that equips us for a wide variety of tasks we can 
accomplish by working cooperatively with one another.  And although we come from a wide variety 
of church and non-church experiences, we can more than get along, we can enjoy the richness of 
being a faith community that is growing in the living ministry of Jesus Christ.  It is God’s grace at 
work on us and through us that moves us closer to the peace God envisions.  Grace and peace make 
the journey possible and they are its destination.   
  
So I don’t know if you want to put on your crash helmets or strap on your life preservers, but there 
is a waking God whose expansive grace is at work around here to draw us out.  In the short term, it 
may disturb the peace, but in the long term, the richness of the grace and peace we will know will 
reach new depths and take us to new heights.  So, friends, are you ready for this?  Grace and peace 
be unto you in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  And by God’s grace, for God’s peace, 
you can offer that blessing as well.   
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