God’s Grace—The Radical Option

The following article on grace has been excerpted from a lecture given by Dr J. Harold Ellens at the 1987 CAPS national convention. It also appeared in Perspectives: A Journal of Reformed Thought (Grand Rapids: Reformed Church Press; November 1989, 4-8) and is used by permission of the publisher.
*******

          The theology of grace has been my all-encompassing preoccupation and the driving force of my existence for at least twenty years. As a pastor and psychotherapist and as a rather neurotic Christian trying to come to terms with his own being, the grace of God is the thing that has saved my life and has made some sense out of it. It has given substance and focus to my work.

Grace as an Alien Idea
        Grace is apparently an inherently alien idea to us. Left to ourselves, none of us would ever catch the idea, to say nothing about our bent to think of it as erroneous and impossible. If the idea of grace were not delivered to us with authority, and if it were not so immediately and obviously the thing that changes our lives redemptively — both psycho​logically and spiritually — we would tolerate none of it. The notion of grace as the unconditional, universal, and total divine acceptance of all of us is inherently at crosswinds with the drive of our own spirits to self-certification and to the achievement of personal stability and mean​ing. It is the theology of grace which, if allowed to get free from the cultural and historical matrix of the Scripture, is the one thing that can radically change human life.

          We do not begin to realize or to appreciate the radical, uncondi​tional, and universal nature of that divine perspective until we begin to acknowledge that grace as God personally articulates it in Scripture cer​tifies you and me as saints in the middle of our brokenness, in the pro​cess of our pathology, in spite of ourselves. There’s a more striking reality even than that: grace affirms us in our pathogenesis, affirms us in the center of the process of our being sick, sinful, destructive, distorted, and in the process of creating distortion, sickness, and sin in our world. The radical option of grace is that it is precisely because of, and in the middle of, the impossibility of our sinful humanity that God embraces us in spite of ourselves. “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).

           Until very recently, I have read that particular verse as meaning, “While we’re still unwillingly and passively and not too malignantly sinners, Christ died for us. While we were sinners wishing we weren’t, Christ died for us.” The radical option of grace is that it is precisely in the context of our being sinners who want to be sinners and who are destructively sinners and who insist upon going on being sinners that Christ died for us, in our malignancy.

            I want to assert in this connection that Bonhoeffer is wrong. In the introductory paragraphs of his Cost of Discipleship, he refers to cheap grace. He presents there a dissertation on the error of imagining that grace can be imposed upon, or taken advantage of, or exploited. Grace is grace precisely in the fact that it is exploitable. It is for people who are inclined to exploit it, who are inclined to go on taking advantage of the assurance of grace to avoid growth, to avoid redemption, to avoid healing, to avoid maturity, and to avoid transcendence.

          One side of me always wants to insist that there must be a better option than grace. I resist grace for two reasons. The first is that if it is really true that God is for me unconditionally and in spite of myself, suddenly that revises my entire agenda. That means that if genuine, true, appropriate, ideal, healing, redemptive relationships are unconditional, then my relationship with you can no longer continue to be a conditional relationship. Then I cannot go on saying that if you please me, I will love you; that if you are congenial to me, I will embrace you. If you wear the right clothes, you can come to my church. If you avoid worldly amusements, you can be a certified elder in the congregation. I can no longer operate my life on conditional relationship dynamics if it’s really true that grace is unconditional.

           Secondly, I resist grace and the theology of grace because if it’s re​ally true that grace is as radical as the Bible claims, that means I have to take my hands off the controls. It is no longer possible for me, as it were, to live my life with the subconscious notion that on Saturday night I can reach up and grab God by the collar and say, “OK, God, I did your thing this week and therefore you owe me a favor. I kept to the prescriptions this week. I followed the codes of conduct for worship and for ethics and for theological confession, and I’ve mouthed the right phrases, and I know how to quote the right Scriptures, and therefore somehow, you’ve got to recognize that I am justifiable.” If grace is grace, then there is no option for me but to cast myself into the arms of God.

            There’s a story about a Texas rancher, a vigorous, aggressive, achieving fellow, who had made lots of money with a big ranch and had many people working for him. He developed the notion that religion was a good thing for these folks because it kept them in line and it motivated them. So, every Sunday morning he marched his ranch hands off to church. He said, “It will teach them a lesson.”

            Some years went by and a migrant worker who had parked himself and his family of twelve children just across the fence from the rancher’s ranch sneaked under the fence one night and stole a calf. The ranch hands discovered it, gruffly jerked him up before the rancher, and asked, “What shall we do with him?” The owner said, “String him up. It will teach him a lesson.”

           The rancher died and appeared before God. When the books were opened and the angels read the long record of aggressive behavior, they asked God, “What shall we do with him?” And God said, “Forgive him; it will teach him a lesson.”

          Most thought concerning the grace of God and the function of grace in human existence is so superficial as to be garish and obscene. I’m always tempted to use the word pagan because I believe that’s what anything short of radical grace ends up being. All theological for​mulae which set grace in tension with law or which set mercy in ten​sion with justice have not begun to apprehend the profundity of the truth about grace. Theological formulae that set those tensions are sub-Christian formulae.

          Furthermore, all psychological predilections which pose grace and the experience of grace as somewhat short of unconditional are pagan. I want to put the ax to any remnant of psychological or theological predi​lection that wants somehow still to condition grace with the constraints or requirements of discipline or justice or law. Order and structure and discipline are acts of grace in the form of tough love and therefore are strictly tangential and secondary to grace in God’s economy.

The Psychological Insight of Grace

       The theology of grace is the most significant psychological information and insight that has ever been experienced by human beings. It has never been superseded or in any way approximated in any alternative vision of God in the history of humanity. It is rooted in the Pentateuch and is these days sometimes referred to as mainstream Old Testament Yahwist theology.

 Humans everywhere are moved by their longing for God. Every​where humans worship. To do so seems intrinsic to our very natures. Liturgies or strategies of worship grow, I believe, out of psychological as well as out of spiritual sources deep within our personalities. Those psychic sources of religion are closely related to the native human anxi​ety patterns which are so generative in, and discernible from, our per​sonality formation and shape.  

        Some forms of worship and religion meet the deep human psychic needs and others never meet them. Most religious practices in life and history reinforce the anxiety of human beings through the frustrating dynamics of guilt and the sense of the ultimate helplessness we have in the face of our problems of morality. Most do not provide relief from the threat of our morality.

        Authentic Judeo-Christian notions of the theology of grace are unique in history. The Judeo-Christian gospel cuts to the center of the human problem with the guarantee of meaningfulness in this life and the assurance of our immortality. That is to say, grace is the sort of thing that outflanks our inherent inclination to form our personalities in the shape of defensive structures and strategies that are designed to compen​sate for our universal, generic anxiety about being, identity, and worthi​ness. Grace neutralizes the need and the possibility for self-justification; grace reaches past our sense of sin and shame. It puts God’s hand once and for all on our central distorting hurt. Grace declares that we are saints of God in spite of ourselves.

        Consider the marvelous passage in the Old Testament prophet Micah (7:18—20), which says,

Who is a God like thee, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgres​sion for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger for ever because he delights in steadfast love. He will again have compas​sion upon us, he will tread our iniquities under foot. Thou wilt cast all our sins into the depths of the sea. Thou wilt show faithfulness to Jacob and steadfast love to Abraham, as thou hast sworn to our fathers from the days of old.

         God can’t remember that you’re a sinner. God honestly thinks that you are a saint, so you are free for self-actualization, free for growth, free to be and to become with alacrity and with abandon. .

A Healing Intervention ..    

         The theology of grace is the most healing intervention ever undertaken for the population of this planet. The nature of grace, therefore, is cru​cial. It is the Bible’s mainstream from the beginning to the end. It is atruth that as Christians we inherit from Judaism. It comes to flower in Jesus Christ in New Testament theology. Only here in all the history of humanity is religion a constructive anxiety-reduction mechanism.

         The theology of that Biblical mainstream is a healing option because it cuts through to the heart of our essential lostness. It leads us to Christ. It is not mechanistic or legalistic but dynamic and growth-oriented, not status-oriented. It modifies some of the pain of our symptoms of psy​cho-spiritual unwholesomeness, but it treats the disease and the dis-ease of our alienation. It does not beat us back to paradise, back to the womb; rather, it puts our hand in the hand of our Father and leads us forward into the kingdom, into the new paradise. When properly medi​ated, this theology of grace heals human pathology in mind and spirit. It is the most comprehensive and relevant psychological theory and prac​tice ever conceived in human experience.

          Unfortunately the history of Judaism and Christianity is not uni​formly a demonstration of this. The history of the Christian religion is fraught with the paganism that shapes all other forms of religion. It took the Jews about 1,500 years to destroy Abram’s great faith vision of grace and to subvert it tO the legalism of the Davidic kingdom. It took the Christians—after Christ cut back through to the essence of that grace perspective — about five hundred to one thousand years to subvert it and to change it into the medieval formula of works-righteousness.

         It took the disciples of the Reformers about two centuries to move from the essence of Lutheranism and Calvinism, which did indeed cut back to the ground and root of grace, to distort it into Reformed and Lutheran scholasticism. The further we go, the greater our efficiency for reverting to paganism. Only in the authentic, essential Judaism and Christianity is this radical notion of unconditional and universal grace preserved.

           The history of religion has been a patch job, a patch job in orthodox problem solving. The tragedy of it is that orthodoxy is always merely the posture of the arrogance of the elite, the security system of the cho​sen, the self-certifying and self-justifying system of the in-group. It is an idol substituted for God and his truth. Orthodoxy is always the enemy of the truth; it is always the compulsive and formalistic enemy of grace.

Grace urges egalitarian solidarity with the whole, flawed humanity for whom God is unconditionally in favor.

        Theology which implies that I’m okay if I go through correct mo~ tions and measure up is pagan. Conditional grace is no grace at all. In that kind of posture we are people who come crawling to God with a rusty cup in our cramped fist. Grace means that we are invited to run in reckless abandon to him with yawning buckets and gaping hearts.
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