What's So Amazing About Grace?   Philip D. Yancey

Zondervan Publishing House 1997  £7-99  ISBN 0 310 21862 4

This is a book that goes for what is distinctive about Christianity among all the other religions and philosophies of the world. It is currently a bestseller among Christian books.

'The world can do almost anything as well as or better than the church. You need not be a Christian to build houses, feed the hungry or heal the sick. There is only one thing the world cannot do. It cannot offer grace.' Gordon Macdonald p15.

Grace, we are told, 'contains the essence of the gospel as a drop of water can contain the image of the sun' p13. To live open to grace is to live knowing that because of what Jesus has done for us there is nothing we can do to make God love us more - or to love us less.

God's love and forgiveness is absolutely unconditional. In Nouwen's words it comes from 'a heart that is completely empty of self-seeking' p92. Man's self interest by contrast is such that most often we remain trapped in the gravitational field of self-love 'filling up all the fissures through which grace can pass' p271. So it is that the Church very often comes across as judgmental. 

There are many vivid tales about the way Christians are perceived. The book starts with one about a drug-addicted prostitute who rents her two-year-old daughter out for sex. On being offered contact with the Church this is her response: 'Church! Why would I ever go there? I was already feeling terrible about myself. They'd just make me feel worse.' p11. Christians - particularly evangelical Christians - are perceived more as "moral exterminators" (p249) than the gracious people of a gracious God. 'As a gay man, I've found it easier for me to get sex on the streets than to get a hug in church' p168 is another comment. 

Christianity is perceived by some as being more full of moral demands than of the good news of unconditional love in Christ. The reputation of Christians is sometimes rather like that of the people Mark Twain described as "good in the worst sense of the word".

At the same time the hunger for grace is as evident as ever in the world. The Los Angeles Apology Sound-Off Line has two hundred people a day calling in to confess their faults to an answering machine. Ernest Hemingway wrote of a Spanish father who, wanting to be reconciled with his son, put an advert in a Madrid paper. "Paco meet me at Hotel Montana Noon Tuesday. All is forgiven. Papa." Paco is a common name in Spanish. When the father goes to the Hotel there are eight hundred young men named Paco outside. This is a vivid illustration of the 'ungrace' within family life.

If the great distinctive of Christianity is the grace of God, it should distinguish Christians above all qualities. 'I really only love God as much as I love the person I love the least' wrote Dorothy Day. It is only those who are needy and empty-handed who can become Christians in this sense. As St. Augustine says, 'God gives where He finds empty hands'.  'Truly it is an evil to be full of faults, but it is a still greater evil to be full of them, and to be unwilling to recognise them' Pascal. 'We cannot find Him unless we know we need Him' Thomas Merton

Some have said that the Christian concern for the next world makes them poor citizens of this world. The thrust of this book is to dispute this. Philip Yancey issues a grand reminder that it is those most conscious of another world and the supernatural enfolding and empowering of grace that become most effective as Christians and as citizens. They issue the 'aroma' St. Paul speaks of which both spices and sweetens the world.

The Revd. Dr. John F. Twisleton, Edmonton Area Missioner

