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Struck by Grace 
By Rev. Kathie Davis Thomas 

 
Opening Words  Marge Piercy 
 
Long ago on a night of danger and vigil 
A friend said, Why are you happy? 
He explained (we lay together on a hard cold floor) what prison 
Meant because he had done 
Time, and I talked of the death 
Of friends.  Why are you happy then, he asked, close to angry. 
 
I said, I like my life.  If I 
Have to give it back, if they 
Take it from me let me only 
Not feel I wasted any, let me 
Not feel I forgot to love anyone 
I meant to love, that I forget 
To give what I held in my hand, 
That I forgot to do  some little 
Piece of the work that wanted 
To come through. 
 
Sun and moon shine, star shine, 
The muted gray light off the waters 
Of the bay at night, the white 
Light of the fog stealing in, 
The first spears of the morning 
Touching a face I love. 
We all lose everything.  We lose ourselves.  We are lost. 
 
Only what we manage to do 
Lasts, what love sculpts from us; 
But what I count, my rubies, my  
Children, are those moments 
Wide open, when I know clearly 
Who I am, who you are, what we do 
A marigold, an oakleaf, a meteor 
With all my senses hungry and filled 
At once like a pitcher with light. 
 
Let us enter this service this morning, wide open 
With our senses hungry. 
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Knowing that we are together 
And filling our pitchers with light. 
 
Reading  Everything Your Heart Desires           by Rev. Richard Gilbert. 
 
A woman dreamed she walked into a brand-new shop in the marketplace, 
And to her surprise, found God behind the counter. 
 
“What do you sell here?” she asked. 
 
Everything your heart desires,” said God. 
 
Hardly daring to believe what she was hearing, the woman decided to ask for the best things a 
human being could wish for.  “I want peace of mind, and love, and happiness, and wisdom and 
freedom from fear,” she said.  Then as an afterthought, she added, “Not just for me.  For everyone 
on earth.” 
 
God smiled, “I think you’ve got me wrong, my dear, “ God said.  “We don’t sell fruits here, only 
seeds.” 
 
 
 
Sermon   Struck by Grace 
 
Grace 
 Amazing grace 
 Grace beyond words 
The stillness of grace 
 Breathing within. 
Unexpected, even undeserved joy 
Rushing into hearts broken and bleeding. 
 
Be still, 
Be in the moment 
Sit on your meditation cushion 
On the one seat 
And let the pain enter you 
Pain of times you wish you hadn’t missed the mark, or another hadn’t. 
Know that you did, know that they did. 
And need to be forgiven 
To forgive yourself, to forgive the other. 
 
Let it in, and your hear your heart 
Cracking open, 
A woundedness that grace can heal. 
 
Allow your soul to be led, 
Led to places you did not plan to go. 
Discovering there a better person that you ever thought you could be. 
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Gently guided, you are healed by a spirit 
Bringing you home, that you may know it again for the first time. 
 
I often sit in gardens, and wrote that poem in one, for spirit seems to be more present there, and 
I think about the disparity between the wretchedness that John Newton experienced and the 
grace that can be present, present in a church community if we will but nurture that seed.  Grace, 
the rushing in of the spirit of love.  Whence comes this spirit?  Some would say from God.  Some 
say from within our own wisdom.  Others find it in the words and teachings of Jesus, or Buddha, 
or Lao Tsu.  Many find it in meditation, staying with the sometimes uncomfortable thoughts that 
silence brings.  In the quiet, there is the space for healing, the Balm of Gilead as the song says, to 
move into the chink in our armored hearts, created by being honest with ourselves, letting in the 
ways we or another person have missed the mark, which is really what the word sin means.  
Simply that we have missed the mark.  Not that our whole identity is “sinner,” but that our 
behavior is sometimes sinful – we are all capable of hurting others, of causing pain to someone, 
most especially someone we love.  In the song Precious Lord, the darkness we sometimes 
experience or recognize is another’s experience, is expressed well, “When the darkness appears 
and the night draws near, and the day is past and gone, at the river I stand, guide my feet, take 
my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.”  That is grace, a balm, a moment of being lifted from a 
place of darkness, of despair for our lot or that of others. 
 
A young rabbinical student asked his mentor, “Why in Deuteronomy 6:6 does it say, “These 
words which I command you this day shall be writ upon your heart, when in the other parts of 
scripture it says that God puts things in people’s hearts?” 
 
The older rabbi replied, “there are some truths so great not even God can force them into our 
hearts.  Therefore, God places them upon the heart so that when your heart breaks perchance, or 
cracks open with enough experience, they may fall in.” 
 
That is grace, the falling in, and grace finally fell into John Newton’s heart.  Perhaps you know the 
story, or only know it partially as I did until I read more about his life.  He was born in London, 
July 24, 1725, the son of a commander of a merchant ship.  When John was eleven years old, he 
went to sea with his father and made six voyages before the elder Newton retired.  In 1744, John 
was conscripted for the man-of-war the H.M.S. Harwich.  Finding conditions on board intolerable, 
he deserted, but was soon recaptured and publicly flogged and demoted from midshipman to 
common seaman. 
 
At his own request, he was exchanged into service on a slave ship.  He was the servant of that 
ship of a slave trader and was brutally abused.  Rescued by a sea captain, a friend of his father, he 
ultimately became captain of his own ship, which also plied the slave trade.  This meant his ship 
would make the first leg of a voyage from England nearly empty until they anchored off the 
African coast.  Tribal chiefs would deliver men and women captured in raids on other tribes.  The 
finest specimens would be bartered for weapons, ammunition, liquor, trinkets and cloth.  The 
captives were loaded, chained below decks, laid down on their backs side by side, one after 
another until there were as many as 600 of what they called “units”  - the human cargo.  
Mortality was high, sometimes 20% or even higher.  When smallpox or dysentery broke out, the 
affected slaves were thrown alive into the sea.  Once in the New World the slaves were traded for 
sugar and molasses to make rum, which the ships carried to England for the final leg of this so-
called “triangle trace.”  John Newton transported more than a few of the 6 million African slaves 
brought to the Americas in the 18th century. 
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The stories vary of Newton’s conversion.  Some say it was reading Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of 
Christ, some say it was his mother’s religious instruction.  But whichever, when the ship 
foundered in a violent storm, Newton recorded in his journal, thinking that he would surely die, 
“Lord, have mercy upon us.”  Later in his cabin he reflected on what he had said and began to 
believe that God had addressed him through the storm, calling him to look at what he was doing.  
Newton felt like a wretch and his heart broke open, which in some religions is called a 
conversion experience, a turning over, a breaking open.  His heart broke open and grace began 
its healing work in him.  For the rest of his life, as he studied for the ministry, wrote hymns, 
founded a church, he observed the anniversary of May 10, 1748 as his day of humiliation in 
which he allowed a higher power to move into him “Thro many dangers, toils and snares, I have 
already come, ‘tis grace has bro’t me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.”  He continued in 
the slave trade for a time, but saw to it that the slaves under his care were treated humanely.  
Later Newton studied with George Whitefield, evangelistic preacher and with John Wesley, 
founder of Methodism.  After an initial rejection of his request to be ordained, he finally became 
Bishop of Lincoln and accepted a church in Olney, Buckinghamshire. 
 
Besides the verses we sang this morning, there are these: 
 
Yes, when this flesh and heart shall fail, 
And mortal life shall cease; 
I shall possess, within the veil, 
A life of joy and peace. 
 
The earth shall soon dissolve like snow, 
The sun forbear to shine; 
But God, who call’d me here below, 
Will be forever mine. 
 
[information from Amazing Grace: The Story of John Newton,” by Al Rogers and Amazing Grace, 
The Story of  John Newton, Author of America’s Favorite Hymn, by Dr Ralph F. Wilson) 
 
Grace is there for each of us.  Get into it.  As a minister who served several congregations as a 
consulting minister, I have found that a healing community is one in which people can bring their 
weaknesses, their crises, their failings, their strivings, their hopes for being a better person, their 
own growing edges and be completely accepted as they, with the help of grace, grow into the 
fullness of a whole and holy person. 
 
It has been within those congregations, as well as this one, that I have had many moments of 
grace, many moments of personal grace, and moments when I saw grace working in the 
congregants’ lives.  The grace of a period of reflection for a congregation that I experienced can 
happen when the congregants let themselves love their minister.  Love her for who she is, love 
him for the gifts he brings, for all the ways ministry can happen between and among you.  And 
when you let that minister love you, with all your bumps and bruises as well as all your graceful 
ways, grace falls into your hearts. 
 
I had one of my most remarkable moments of grace while serving one of my congregations a few 
years ago, when I finally grieved for the ending of my marriage.  It was a process I thought I had 
nicely finished already.  Oh, yes, I thought to myself, “I’m a minister.  I’ve had lots of training in 
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grief.  I know how to do this grieving stuff.  I can let in my part in the dissolving over the years of 
what had been a strong and enduring marriage be accepted.  I’m done.”  But the Holy Mother of 
Self Revelation would not let me alone. Gradually, I learned with the help of a spiritual director, 
and the gifts of many congregants who trusted me with their pain, with their stories, then 
witnessing their courage and strength to heal, that I finally got real, finally took myself on, finally 
got honest with my deepest self.  All the buried hurts, all the armoring of my heart, an outpouring 
of pain and grief and awareness broke me open in searing moments of revelation.  I had to face 
myself, really face myself.  I could do no less, for my congregants were doing it too.  I had trouble 
sometimes keeping my feet under me.  But then a congregant would come and say, “I need your 
help.”  You need my help?  I’m not even sure what I am doing.  But I listened, knowing in my very 
soul their depth of pain.  They didn’t know, all those who came to me, when they thought I was 
picking them up, that we were picking each other up, helping each other stay in the work of 
grieving.  For we share the pain of all humanity when we speak to one another from our hearts, 
from the authenticity of our own struggles. 
 
One week, in the midst of this time of confessing my awareness of my many shortcomings, my 
younger daughter came to visit.  I’d like to tell you the story – I have asked her permission to 
share this – of the grace that happened between us.  We went out one morning to have coffee.  
Over that steaming cup of java we both love, I told her how I had been thinking about the divorce, 
how involved I was at the time with starting a new career and had probably hurt her – 
unintentionally, but nevertheless, I had hurt people I loved.  She drew a deep breath, and said to 
me,  “Now I think you can hear this.  A long time ago, before the divorce, you were going through 
a very unhappy period.  You seemed upset a lot.”  Oh, boy, I thought.  This will be an 
uncomfortable conversation, but I urged her to go on.  “One day you and Daddy had a fight, and 
you left the house.  I worried that you might not come back.  When you did, having gotten over 
your huff, you didn’t say anything.  I didn’t want to make it any worse, so I didn’t say anything 
either.”  She had held this in for so long.  Crying softly, she said,  “Do you know how hard this was 
for me?”  Wow, I hadn’t known.  I was focusing on my hurt, my pain, my concerns at the time.  I 
thought I had been aware.  But apparently I hadn’t.  But I did now.  And my heart, its armoring 
taken down, the moments of staying with the pain, of doing that work, allowed me to really hear 
her. “Honey, that must have been awful for you!  I am so sorry.” 
 
We left the restaurant somehow, and as I stumbled behind her into the K-Mart store down the 
road, I just stopped stock still just beyond the automatic doors.  The fullness of what she had said 
really sank in.  I felt like a wretch! 
 
“Honey!”  She turned toward me, “I am so sorry.  Can you possibly forgive me?” 
 
“Of course, I forgive you, Mom. I love you.”  We stood in the entrance to K-Mart, with people 
streaming by, both of us oblivious to anything else.  It was as if a light surrounded us and held us.  
As I looked into her precious face, those eyes I knew so well, I saw the face of God as grace 
poured into our hearts, unexpected, undeserved joy, grace rushing into our broken hearts, 
holding us and healing us.  It was a holy moment.  Who knew?  Standing in the entrance to K-
Mart. 
 
I thought then – and often since with others who have told me their stories – about the words to 
this song: 
 
You were my strength when I was weak 
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You were my voice when I couldn’t speak 
You were my eyes when I couldn’t see. 
You saw the best there was in me. 
You lifted me up when I couldn’t reach 
You gave me faith because you believed. 
I am everything because you loved me. 
 
Keep being there for one another:  one another’s strength, one another’s voice; one another’s 
eyes.  As a minister who has been with congregations that were struggling, in tough spots, I know 
you are called to be a healing and transforming congregation.  Never forget that.  Never forget 
who you can be for one another.  Do not castigate one another.  Do not be afraid of conflict.  Do 
not fear revealing yourself.  Be real with each other.  Know that despite the times we miss the 
mark – dare I say it, sin against one another – we must feel we are accepted and loved in order to 
heal, even when we are doing something to hurt another, even unintentionally, or not keeping 
what is needed by the community in mind, thinking only of ourselves.  Even then, we need to be 
loved.  Loved into being healed, into healing ourselves.  So, ask yourself, “How have I blinded 
myself about something in my life, how will I, in my blind moments, receive new sight?”  By 
finally seeing that we can put on our shoes of the Good News, our Gospel, that we can love one 
another into healing, treating one another as worthy persons, worthy of love and compassion, no 
matter what we have done, we can change.  We can heal.  That is what is meant by the words “to 
be saved” – and then we can have heaven right here on earth.  Let your heart break open and let 
grace rush in.  Plant those seeds, harvest the fruit:  grace does happen.  Let the spirit in, giving 
you power and finding true harmony, in the stillness of grace.  Amen. 
 


