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Sermon – "Shape of Grace” – 3-31-19 – Fourth Sunday in Lent 

Grace and Peace to you... Pause and Reflect… 

In recent weeks there have been two noteworthy tragedies.  Three weeks ago before 

crashing, one of the Ethiopian Airlines pilots told the other "pitch up, pitch-up." Moments later 

the doomed Boeing 737 Max jetliner crashed killing all on board.  The other tragic event 

experienced around the world was the news of the shooting at the mosques in Christchurch, New 

Zealand, on March 14, 2019. This shooting occurred just 4 days after the crash of the Ethiopian 

Airlines flight.  These two disasters seem to have impacted the lives of many throughout the 

world.   

The Boeing 737 Max jetliners have been grounded for fear of a similar disaster 

happening again.  It seems that the reason for the crash of this plane has been determined to be a 

faulty sensor. According to several people who have been briefed on the contents of the black 

box in Ethiopian flight this sensor known as MCAS, is believed to have pushed the front of the 

plane down, leading to an irrecoverable nose-dive.” (New York Times, 3-29-19). 

The reaction of New Zealand’s Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, to the tragic shootings at 

the two Mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand has been profoundly noticed for being incredibly 

humane. She has assumed the role of “Mourner in Chief” with grace, dignity and humility. The 
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Prime Minister seems to embody humanity’s best efforts at responding to such a terrible tragedy. 

She has told those who mourn: “New Zealand mourns with you; we are one.” Prime Minister 

Ardern has been seen wearing a hijab, visiting the mosques, expressing unity and humility. She 

has stood by the people who mourn in her country in a way rarely displayed by world leaders.  

She has reshaped what compassion, sympathy, empathy and respect look like in her country and 

even the world.  She seems to given a new “Shape to Grace.”  This shape of grace is expressed in 

our second reading today; 1 Corinthians 12:12-27. “When any part of the body suffers, the whole 

body feels pain.” This is the “Shape of Grace” the Prime Minister of New Zealand exudes.  

Another “Shape of Grace” which is evident is the absence of hatred among the survivors 

of the shootings. The survivors, many of whom were wounded in the attacks, have not responded 

with violence or by seeking revenge.  The restraint of these survivors of this horrific massacre 

seems similar to the response of the shootings at an Amish elementary school in Nickel Mines, 

Pennsylvania, in 2006. The world seemed aghast with wonder at how willingly the Amish people 

forgave the shooter and comforted his grieving parents. Their ability to offer forgiveness didn’t 

prevent them from grieving the deaths of their loved ones.  Yet their grief also, didn’t prevent 

them from extending forgiveness. 

Tragedy evokes feelings and emotions, which do not always seem to make sense. Why 

does tragedy happen?  Maybe I should rephrase that; “Why does God allow tragedy to happen?” 

Our God who is gracious and merciful certainly could have prevented either of these two 

tragedies from occurring.  Where is God during situations – tragedies like this?  Some would say 

that this question proves there is NO God, because if there was a God these things wouldn’t 

happen.  Maybe you have had similar thoughts during these or other difficult times. Maybe you 

asked silently, using your inside voice “why does God let things like this happen?” We often ask 
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questions like this silently, because we are afraid to ask them out loud because someone might 

hear one’s frustration with God.  

The season of Lent helps us to know that God is right in the middle of the sufferings of 

life – the thoughts and feelings we would rather not talk about.  Lent is known to be a penitential 

season of dedication and of our reconciliation to God, and each other.  If the Prime Minister of 

New Zealand would have stayed silent or blamed the shootings on the lack of faith of the people 

involved or something else outlandish it would go against the will and grace of God.  Our God 

who is right there in the middle of suffering is most clearly seen through the presence of New 

Zealand’s Prime minister. She is not just an example of God’s Amazing Grace – she is the actual 

presence of God’s Amazing Grace to a hurting country and a hurting world. 

If those examining the Black Boxes of the downed Ethiopian plane came to the 

conclusion that the plane crashed because it was God’s will or that it “must have been their time” 

there certainly would have been outrage, I hope.  Yet we do that with God’s will when we don’t 

know what to say or do in difficult times; “God must have wanted them in heaven?” I cannot 

speak for God and only know the will of God through what is evidenced and experienced 

through scripture and the Body of Christ throughout the world.  My belief is that God is present 

even when you and I don’t know what to do or say.  Lent is the process of experiencing God in 

the unusual and even uncomfortable places of life.  Lent is our journey to and through Easter, if 

there wasn’t the season of Lent, Easter might get lost in the humanness of life. 

Some don’t like the Season of Lent because it is too depressing and sad.  Some don’t like 

the symbol of the Cross for the same reasons; it is a symbol of death and tragedy, yet it is very 

much a part of the framework of faith and often Art.  Crosses can be seen everywhere it seems, 
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from church steeples, to many jewelry pieces and then there are the tattoos.  Those who have 

Cross tattoos will often talk about what faith means for them and sometimes say that they got a 

Cross Tattoo as a way to rebel against traditional understandings of Christianity. 

Do you ever rebel against the traditional understandings of Christianity by allowing your 

inside questions to become outside verbal interactions with someone?  If not, I would encourage 

you to do so; keeping things bottled up rarely helps find a solution or an answer.  Questions of 

faith are not rebellious but they can seem that way; they are clarifying questions that encourage 

growth. 

Maybe there are times when you are like the Prodigal Son in our Gospel today, totally 

rebellious and believing that he didn’t need help from anyone.  It didn’t take long for the 

prodigal son to realize that he could have made some better decisions in his life before returning 

to the home of his father.  Maybe there are times you feel more like the son who stuck around 

and supported his father in his business and home life, not feeling the need or even the want to 

go against his father’s wishes.  The good and faithful son’s dismay over the welcoming home of 

his brother; the prodigal is so much a part of the human condition.  After his failure in seeking 

his own path the father seems to be rewarding the “lost” son and the “faithful” son who is just 

not having it.  

There are some people who don’t like this parable.  The father’s unconditional welcome 

of the prodigal who is nothing but a loser doesn’t make sense.  I mean “What sort of example 

does this scripture set for children, especially young troubled adolescents?”  For me this parable 

speaks of the amazing and unconditional Grace of God, but my inner voice might say at times; 

it’s not fair, not fair at all. I think there are times I have been in the shoes of both sons, 
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sometimes rebellious; needing to explore and make mistakes, thinking that I know more than 

God does.  Then there are the times I am the faithful son doing what seems right and good but 

then upset by the unfairness of life. 

“What Shapes Grace for you?” Life certainly isn’t always fair; it certainly wasn’t for 

those who died in those recent horrific tragedies.  Lent helps us “Shape Grace” based on faith, 

understanding and active involvement with the “Body of Christ,” in spite of the unfairness of 

life, just as the Prime Minister of New Zealand is doing with her people, we shape the Grace we 

experience.  Lent Shapes the Amazing Grace of God who compassionately endured the cross for 

each of us!  Amen. 
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