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Sunday, February 21, 2021 

Rev. Robert W. Brown 
GRACE; Living Into the Resurrected Life 

 
INTRODUCTION 

This is the first Sunday of Lent, that 6-week period of the Church year that invites us to follow 
Jesus through the wilderness and in through the gates of Jerusalem, where he will be 
betrayed by a close friend which would lead to his brutal execution by the Empire. If the story 
ended there, none of us would be here this morning. We read in the Gospel that three days 
after his death, Mary Magdalen led the women disciples to his grave only to discover an 
empty tomb. And then she saw him. Jesus had defeated death. He was alive! 

Because Jesus lives, we too can live. His innocent suffering and painful death were to show us 
that, no matter what comes, God is in solidarity with our suffering and at the far end of it all, 
Love always wins. Unlike his first disciples, we know how this all turns out. We know that our 
God is a God of life, the God of new life. Resurrection is what God always does. Throughout 
our lives we will experience many deaths, and for those who dare to follow in the Way of 
Jesus, there will be many resurrections into new life. Not that we deserve it, but more that, 
this is how much God loves us. This is how far Love will go to redeem us. 

This is why our Lenten theme this year is called RISE UP; Living into a Resurrected Life. For 
the next 6 weeks we are going to examine how we might open ourselves to this amazing 
grace of God and RISE UP in this life and the next. We have identified 5 key components that 
we are given to endure every death, all suffering, and any loss that we might face. The 5 
components that help us to RISE UP are: 

1. Grace 
2. Vulnerability 
3. Humility 
4. Reconciliation 
5. Gratitude 

Today (and also this week in our small group discussions) we will focusing in on the idea of 
GRACE. 

Let’s begin with Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. The theme of this letter to a new community of 
believers is to expand their horizon about the vastness of God’s unconditional love. He 
begins by reminding them and us that once, we turned our back on God’s loving kindness, 
but somehow as we plummeted into the abyss of meaningless death, God loved us back to 
new life!  

Hear Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, Chapter 2, verses 1 though 9. 

 
Ephesians 2: 1-9 
You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived,  
following the course of this world,  
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following the ruler of the power of the air,  
the spirit that is now at work among those who are disobedient.  
 
All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh,  
following the desires of flesh and senses,  
and we were by nature children of wrath, like everyone else.  
 
But God, who is rich in mercy,  
out of the great love with which he loved us  
even when we were DEAD through our trespasses,  
made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—  
and [WE] are raised up with him and [WE] are seated with him  
in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,  
so that in the ages to come  
he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace  
in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  
 
For by grace, you have been saved through faith,  
and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—  
not the result of works,  
so that no one may boast.  
For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works,  
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life. 
 
The Word of God for the people of God. 
 
SERMON 

Please pray with me. 

Merciful God, melt the frozen places in our hearts this morning. Let the warmth of 
Your Holy Spirit infuse us with understanding. May we know the fullness of Your grace 
and bathe in Your mercy. And, may the words of my mouth and the meditation of all 
our hearts be pleasing and acceptable to you our Rock and our Redeemer. –Amen  

The idea of grace is lovely, isn’t it. To be thought of as a graceful person is a virtuous 
aspiration. To offer grace to another is noble and commendable. We like grace, until, 
we are the one in need of it. The experience of receiving grace is humbling. To be on 
the receiving end of grace means that you have somehow done something wrong and 
somebody your accountable to knows what you’ve done and all that is left is to throw 
yourself at their mercy. Receiving grace is hard and humbling. We resist grace because 
we want to redeem ourselves. We want to earn forgiveness. I think that is a problem. 
We live in a time when we are primarily judged by the appearance of our worldly 
success. Educational pedigree, corporate position, and net worth are considered the 
standard by which we measure others and also our own self-worth. Happiness, we are 
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told, is found in the accumulation of money, power and social status. Our driving 
ambition is for the attainment of perfection. Implicitly and explicitly, we are raised in 
that myth, schooled in that environment, and grow to become adults who obsessively 
compare our internal sense of self-worth measured against another’s external 
presentation of self. I am convinced that most of the time, when we compare, we find 
we are severely lacking, inferior and a disappointment to the person we want to be or 
what others think we should be. There is not much room for grace. There is not much 
room for humility. And so, we strive even harder toward self-improvement. Our wrist 
watch counts the number of steps we take. We can set an app on our phone to analyze 
our calorie intake, log our screen time, track our spending habits, even our sleep 
patterns. Give me a break! The data confirms that inner monologue that you’re a 
failure at the end of every day! You are not enough. Self-reliance does not leave much 
room for grace.  

The 20th century theologian, Paul Tillich wrote, 

“Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness. It strikes us 
when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life. It 
strikes us when, year after year, the longed-for perfection does not 
appear…when despair destroys all joy and courage. Sometime at that 
moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a 
voice were saying, “You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that 
which is greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do 
not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later. Do not try to do 
anything now; perhaps later you will do much. Do not seek for anything, 
do not perform anything, do not intend anything. Simply accept the fact 

that you are accepted. If that happens to us, we experience grace.”1 

Years ago, the High School mission trip went out to Los Angeles to walk with and serve 
the urban poor. One of the places we visited was called Homeboy Industries. Homeboy 
is located in the middle of East L.A. – a notorious neighborhood known for its 
widespread abject poverty, drug dealing, gang rivalry and unhindered violence. (We 
thought the kids would enjoy it. J) I knew about Homeboy Industries from reading a 
memoir by the founder of Homeboy, Father Greg Boyle, titled Tattoos on the Heart. 
Father Greg started Homeboy to provide jobs, training, tattoo removal, therapy, and a 
variety of other opportunities, specifically for gang bangers and ex-cons who are ready 
to leave the “thug life” behind. There motto is, “Nothing stops a bullet like a job.”  

We drove out to East L.A. A heavily tattooed, stocky, ex-gang member named Louis met 
us in the parking lot at the pre-arranged time and gave us a tour of the place. 
Afterward, in the Homeboy Café where they sold their own baked goods and robust 
coffee, I had a chance to sit with Louis. I couldn’t help but ask how is it that he came to 

	
1	The	Shaking	of	the	Foundations,	Paul	Tillich	
	



  
Sunday February 21, 2021 

Rev. Robert W. Brown 
 

	

4	

find himself at Homeboy Industries. He smiled in a way that let me know he’d been 
asked this question a million times. Then he said, “I just showed up and they took me 
in. Then, I screwed up but they took me in again. And then, I screwed up again and 
they took me in again. Eventually I began to understand that no matter what, I would 
always be given another shot to become whole - if that is what I wanted. And, little by 
little, I am becoming whole. Here, in this place,” he said, “I know that I am worthy and 
already enough. That changes a person.” 

I don’t know if Louis ever read Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, but I am certain that he 
could identify easily with what Paul wrote, 

“Once, you were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, 
following the course of this world, following the ruler of the power of the air.”  
 
Louis knew that world all too well. It was, in fact, the ONLY world he knew, until he 
decided to show up on the doorstep of a place that dispenses grace upon grace with 
abandon. At Homeboy Industries, they absolutely put all their trust in the model of 
grace that Jesus taught. For them, the Gospel is not some whimsical fairytale for the 
naive and gullible. At Homeboy they witness resurrections every day of every week! Not 
everyone is ready to rise up. Heartbreaking tragedy visits their doors too. But clearly, 
this man sitting across the table from me knew the meaning and power of grace. It 
took the practice of unrestricted and free flowing grace for him to eventually make 
room to receive it. It was abounding grace that triggered Louis’ resolve to RISE UP and 
live into a resurrected life. 

Visiting Homeboy, you cannot escape the authentic sense of hope in the faces of the 
men and women working there. They are free to claim their own dignity, perhaps for 
the first time in their lives. They eagerly work at reconciliation with former enemies 
who work right next to them. For Louis, and I suspect most of the Homeboy Nation, 
receiving grace was the beginning of this transformative healing. This is what grace 
looks like in the flesh. This is the enormous power that comes when God’s grace is 
poured out with abandon and mercy is chosen over punitive retribution. Father Greg 
writes that, “The truth of God seems to be about a joy that is a foreigner to 
disappointment and disapproval. This joy doesn’t know what we’re taking about when 
we focus on the restriction of not measuring up…How much greater is the God we 
have than the God we THINK we have?” 

Paul writes, “For by grace, you have been saved through faith,  
and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works.  
 

This is the good news of the Gospel; You will never be perfect, you will never have 
enough money, power or social status. That is all an illusion we easily by in to. There is 
nothing you can do or not do that will make you more or less acceptable to God. So, 
stop striving for what you think will make you acceptable.  
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Only when we humble ourself before God in all our weaknesses and self-incriminations 
will we make room for grace. Then comes the miracle. Grace floods our soul and we 
come to realize that God is quite fond of us just the way we are! In God’s eyes you are 
already enough. It turns out that God is too busy loving us to worry about disapproving 
of us. How much greater is the God we have than the God we THINK we have?” 
 

People of God, let us make room to receive this kind of amazing grace and begin to 
RISE UP to live into a grace-filled, resurrected life.  
AMEN. 

    


