
There is an AA meeting I used to go to on Saturdays in southeast Portland that
takes place in a Catholic church. In the hall was a bookshelf, and on it was some
kind of Catholic encyclopedia, a big multi-volume thing that took up two entire
shelves. I once looked up the definition of grace in those books. The book nailed it
on the first sentence, which said, “the unmerited favor of God.” But then is said
something about either complications or considerations, and went on for twenty five
more pages. The five words were enough. The unmerited favor of God. Grace just
happens, and God knows why.

Back in the 80’s when I had been sober for about three years, I was in therapy
to deal with issues of childhood abuse. When I was still early in that journey, I went
through an anger phase, to put it lightly. The longer I stayed sober and in therapy,
the more I realized what an outrageous, awful job of parenting my mother did. It was
violent and downright criminal.

After maybe a year of therapy, I was in the throes of a rage towards my mother.
By that time, my mother had what we in AA, and in the field of addiction, call “wet
brain.” Technically, it is a state where thiamine deficiency from years of abuse and
malnutrition causes brain cell death on a massive scale, leaving the person in a state
of diminished mental capacity. My mother couldn’t really track anything anymore,
had lost most of her short term memory, and couldn’t fend for herself in the real world.
Developmentally, she seemed about twelve years old.

But I didn’t care. She had messed me up, permanently, I thought at the time,
and had hurt me physically, emotionally, and spiritually. I wanted revenge. I wanted
to scream at her the way she had screamed at me all those years. I was in pain, a lot
of pain, and I wanted her to feel it too.
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“Make me go in the path of your commandments, for that is my desire.”

Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18

Psalm 119:33-40

1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 16-23

Matthew 5:38-48
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My therapist had always given me suggestions, never told me what to do. Well,
when I told my her of my plan to go to my parent’s house and say my angry piece,
my therapist advised me against it, in no uncertain terms: It would be pointless, she
said, I would not get the sort of cathartic experience I was hoping for, and I would
only regret it later. Although I valued most everything my therapist said, she was
wrong about this one. I had this coming to me and I was not going to be denied. 

I don’t remember what time of the year it was, but I do recall wearing a light
jacket that day. As I drove over to my parent’s house, I was shaking, and my breathing
was elevated. Even my body seemed to be telling me that this was a bad idea, but I
wasn’t listening to that either. I parked my car and walked through the front door.
The television was always on in that house. My mom had a glass of white wine in one
hand, and she had one of her Pall Mall Golds lit in the other. I sat on the edge of the
couch. I was darn near hyperventilating by that point, and I was feeling very warm
inside that coat. 

“Whatcha doin sweetie?” my mom asked. I hated when she called me sweetie.
She did not close on her words very well, like most inebriated people.

I didn’t feel much like small talk. “I need to tell you something, mom.” My
temperature must have been 104. I had a couple of hundred things I wanted to say, I
just didn’t know what to start with. I will never forget what came out of my mouth
next. “I just wanted to thank you for turning me on to classical music,” I said, “it’s a
big deal to me, . . . and I got that from you.”  My temperature dropped, my spirit became
calm and I started breathing at a normal rate.

“You’re welcome,” she said. The out-of-the-blueness not of interest to her.   
“Well, . . . I gotta go,” I said, “tell dad I stopped by.”
“Okay, sweetie,” she said. And I got up and left. 
As I walked outside, I looked up at the heavens and thought, “Classical music?

What the hell was that about?’ Those obviously were not the words I came to say.

I wasn’t familiar with the concept of grace then. I had heard the word of course
but I only knew it in the context of having physical grace, or being gracious. I wasn’t
Christian then, and I had no formal education in spiritual matters. I did however know
something had happened, and that that something was bigger than me. I may not have
been willing to listen to my therapist or my body that day, but I could not ignore God
changing the script in the middle of my lines. I was spiritual enough to know you
don’t argue with that.

The forgiveness piece didn’t come for a couple more years, but the process
would have been much slower had I carried through with my plan. I believe now,
with all that I am, that my mom and I were the recipients of God’s grace that day. I
didn’t even have to ask. All I really had to do was to stay out of God’s way.
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So what does Grace have to do with the readings for today? I count twenty-
two commandments in Leviticus, seven petitions to the Lord in the Psalm, one
question, five affirmations and three commandments in the Epistle, and, yes, eight
more commandments in the Gospel. Including turn your cheek, love your enemies,
and finally to be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect. I don’t know about you,
but I don’t have the skill set for all that. What I do have is the belief that God wouldn’t
call us to do something without giving us the power to actually do it. The only answer
I have for that is Grace.

But really, love your enemies? Give to anyone who asks? Become perfect like
your Father is perfect? It does seem a fair question to ask if maybe Jesus is demanding
the impossible. Hold that thought for a minute.

Let’s remember who’s speaking here. Jesus the Christ, The Light Of The
World. Two thousand years later, He’s still profoundly counter-cultural, and yet,
eminently practical. Love your enemies. Pray for those who persecute you. Why?
Because hate never healed anything. Only love and forgiveness can do that. Love,
even for those who have injured us personally. Jesus knows that to continue to hate
is to actually perpetuate the crime, to keep it fresh. Hating only blocks the
transformative healing God wants for us. Yes, returning hate with love is counter
intuitive, it’s awkward, it feels unnatural, but it’s the only thing that works.

Becoming perfect kind of sounds troublesome, but perfect in this context
means fully realized, mature, lacking nothing, including God’s help to do these
seemingly impossible things. My favorite translation of Shalom is: nothing missing,
nothing broken. Jesus is saying we have everything we need, including each other
and His grace, to do all these things.

So, back to that question, is Jesus asking the impossible? Yes and no. Of course
God is calling us to higher ground. Would we have Him call us to the center of the
bell curve? We are the precious children of God, redeemed by the creator of the
universe, and, yes, we are called to act like it. When we know better we have to do
better. It is not in the perfect attaining but in the perfect effort that we are called. Can
we move toward perfection knowing we will never get there? Goals are important.
Intention is important. Effort is important. “Make me go in the path of your
commandments, for that is my desire.” These things transform us, make our lives
better, and bring us closer to God. All that would be impossible without Grace.

— Amen

Phillip S. Blomberg
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