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“Fall to Grace” 

 

When I say the phrase ‘fall from grace’ 

Here are some of the people we might think of: 

- Because it’s baseball season and Opening Day at Fenway 

tomorrow, 

Pete Rose (aka Charlie Hustle), one of the best hitters of all time,  

found to be gambling on baseball in 1989; 

- Tiger Woods, golf phenom, confessing to being a serial adulterer  

And sex addict in 2011. 

- Bill Clinton’s oval office indiscretion with Monica Lewinsky. 

- Does Bernie Madoff count?   Did he ever have grace enough to fall 

from it? 

Good question, though our Universalist theology says he did.   

All of us have grace. 

All of us have gifts of life and love we don’t have to earn. 

 

Maybe we can forget the famous for a moment.  How about us? 

Have we ever felt like we have fallen from grace, even just a little? 

…Well, there was that one night in college…. 

…Well, there was that first time I went way over the speed limit as a 

teenager, got caught, and had to endure the disappointed, ‘you’ve fallen 

from my graces’ look my dad gave me. 
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…Anyone with kids frequently feels like we fall from grace in our children’s 

eyes when the heat of anger rises too much and we yell,  

or we use ‘that word we tell hem not to say’ at the Jeep Cherokee that just 

cut us off (do I say, not as I do), 

 

…And we can all feel like we’ve fallen from grace… 

when we don’t fulfill the image we’ve set for ourselves – not been quite the 

worker, the lover, the spouse, the child, the parent…- we wanted to be.   

We can be so tough on ourselves. 

 

And the world can feel like it’s fallen from grace, can’t it? 

We may not believe in Eden, not literally, but sometimes the grace-filled 

garden feels so far away: 

Oil spills in Arkansas,  

North Korea being crazy scary, 

law enforcement folks killed this week in Texas and West Virginia,  

and last week in Colorado,  

the President admitting that the politics of caring for the environment  

may make it too tough to do very much; 

The Senate this week preparing to likely filibuster a thin,  

watered down gun control bill that, if passed, won’t ever make it through the 

House, much to my great disappointment. 

 

Do these things make us feel like we’re falling from grace? 

Oh yes.  But it is spring.  Nathan, grace is underfoot!  Lighten up! 

Flowers opening, grass greening, air warming. 

Strange, isn’t it, then when we use that phrase ‘fall from grace’ we assume 
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That grace is up here, above us, up on a pedestal, 

As though grace is synonymous with perfection, 

And that when we fail – small time or big time – the only place 

We have to go is down. 

Isn’t that strange? 

 

But what if the location of grace was reversed? 

What if when we fall we somehow make way for some needed change? 

What if pain somehow transformed us for a breakthrough? 

Can someone fall not FROM grace, but TO grace? 

Can we do that? 

Now that would be something! 

 

And so I am thinking of James, 

born the son of Veronica, a nurse, 

and Jack, a Marine Drill Instructor. 

And when I tell you the James’ family was Irish Catholic, 

And that James attended St. Joseph’s Elementary School, 

And then St. Joseph’s High School, 

And would later attend the Catholic University of America 

We already have an image of James and his family in mind, 

Don’t we, even though we have never met him? 

 

But even then James had a secret, a secret he told no one, 

Barely even himself. 

 

A smart guy, James kept going to school, 
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Transferring from Catholic University to Columbia University, 

And with only a few months off, 

Enrolling at Georgetown Law, earning a law degree in 3 years. 

Is James done? 

Oh no.  Then another degree, this time a master’s in Education, 

From Harvard no less. 

Is he done now?  Not quite. 

He then attended a diploma program in law at the London School 

Of Economics. 

Good grief, James, stop going to school and get a job! 

But even as we say that, we know that in our culture 

We consider someone with James’ pedigree and education 

To be destined for great things. 

If grace were a ladder, James is climbing. 

 

And still, through all these years, the secret, hidden, buried…. 

 

During this time he met Karen, from Canada,  

And they got married. 

And even though they soon learned they weren’t that good together, 

They did produce a beautiful baby girl, 

Which helped ease the sting of their divorce six short years later. 

Still, the secret…. 

 

Now, this we need to know about James. 

He craved attention.   He craved the ego-boost of public adulation. 

He craved being held high on the pedestal of everyone’s ‘good graces.’ 
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Funny, isn’t it, how often that word ‘grace’ shows up in our common 

language, 

And how often we use to mean to mean approval, affirmation, applause, 

Perfection, instead of what it really means – acceptance, freely given gift, 

Unconditional love. 

 

And so what does someone do who has all that education, and all that 

Need for adulation? 

How about politics?  Why not? 

And so James runs for his home state’s assembly – and gets elected. 

And runs for mayor of a township – and gets elected. 

And runs for state senate while still serving as mayor – and gets elected. 

Can you feel James’ pedestal of grace getting higher and higher? 

 

Meanwhile he meets and then marries Dina,  

And even though that marriage, too, has its ripples of trouble  

Another beautiful girl graces that marriage, 

James now the father of two, a husband, 

And…running to be governor – and, of course, gets elected. 

But still the secret….. 

 

And here’s the thing about secrets – they have a way of revealing 

themselves, 

Don’t they? 

And that’s because truth can be so persistent. 
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And so maybe we shouldn’t be surprised to hear that several years into his 

term, 

On the afternoon of August day,  

James called a press conference in response to a sexual harassment lawsuit 

Filed against him that same day. 

“My truth….” James said to the hundreds of cameras, flashing bulbs, 

And sea of faces “…is that I am a gay American.” 

And then James went on to admit that he engaged in an affair  

With another man, committing adultery, 

And that because of this he was entering divorce proceedings from his 

second wife, 

And that because of all his legal and personal problems 

“I stand here today to resign my governorship, effective in November.” 

 

Well.  James would later say that the thing he loved most about being a 

politician, 

Tellingly, was the campaigning, 

Because it was in the campaigning that he all about selling himself, 

And increasing his ‘grace’ in the eyes of others, 

And when he resigned all that went way. 

“That day of resignation, and the messy divorce that followed, 

Was the lowest point of my life.” 

Fall from grace. 

 

So let’s pause here a moment and identify with James. 

Name for yourself the lowest point in your life – job loss, 

Diagnosis, marriage ending, aging, worries about kids,  
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whatever it may be. 

Little or big falls from grace. 

Do we have one in mind? 

 

And now with that low moment in mind watch James 

As he pulls up his Prius outside the County Jail. 

It is years later – 9 to be exact – since his fall if you can call it that, 

And the story has faded from the news. 

And barely even before the car stops  

James is out the door saying to you: 

“C’mon, you gotta meet my ladies.” 

And then he leads you into the jail, past the guards, through the long 

hallways, 

Up the elevator, stopping to hug inmates, jail workers and custodians 

Along the way, 

Until finally you reach with James the dormitory style wing full 

Of female inmates enrolled in the drug rehab program James started. 

 

“C’mon, get in a circle’ he calls out to them, group therapy style. 

And one by one he asks them about their lives before the program –  

Jail, drugs, rape, crime; jail, drugs, rape, crime, etc. 

Depressing, right?  Horrific, right? 

 

But each ended with the women saying the same thing: 

The jailhouse rehab program James ran was the first ray of hope 

They’d had in their lives for years. 

“He believed in me more than I believed in myself,” one of the ladies 
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Tells you. 

 

Forget the governor’s mansion.  Let’s get past the messy divorce,  

And the late-night jokes.  That was years ago. 

Now he’s enrolled in an Episcopal seminary trying very hard 

To become a priest. 

And this is the work that James does every day – every day 

He leaves the house he shares with his partner of several years, Mark, 

And he drives to this jail in Hudson, New Jersey, 

And helps these women try to turn their lives around. 

It is hard, draining, often thankless work. 

People do it because they believe in it, 

Because they are driven by faith or love…or transformation. 

 

Listen to James try to explain the shift in himself: 

“I am that woman in jail,” he says.  “I’m no different. 

And what I want for them I want for myself – to not be judged 

Based on the lowest point in life. 

No one, he says, ought to be defined by one story or one act.” 

 

What do we think: did James fall to something like grace? 

I think so. 

And even though this is true story of James ‘Jim’ McGreevey, 

Governor of New Jersey whose announcement 

In August, 2004 made him the first openly gay state governor  

In U.S. history, 

And who is the now the subject of an excellent documentary 
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On HBO that I highly commend to you… 

 

…when I think of James and his transformation I think of you and me, 

How we knock ourselves out to appear worthy of these graceful 

surroundings, 

Striving so hard to make it and maybe fake it and not fall from grace 

because… 

What?  Why?  

Well, we all have our reasons, we all have our secrets. 

 

Those of you who pay attention to sermon titles these last weeks will 

notice a theme emerging in me – ‘Wounded Healers’ two weeks ago,  

‘Alive’ last Easter Sunday, 

‘Fall to Grace’ today. 

What’s going on?   

 

What’s going on is that I just want us to transform 

Into the people we most want to become in a world that is constantly  

(as Emerson put it) trying to make us different. 

 

What’s going on that I want to live in with you is a world  

Where someone like James doesn’t have to wait half his life 

To live his secret, and fall from grace in order to find his grace. 

 

What’s going on is that I wish my office had clear glass enough 

For you to hear the stories I hear, 

Because then maybe those of you I never meet wouldn’t think yourself 
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So alone, so wounded, so fallen. 

 

What’s going on is that I just want us to be real, authentic, 

And stand before the mirror of life with our hopes and worries, 

Our secrets and our truths,  

such grace underfoot and such grace above… 

and know we don’t to do anything, say anything, perform anything, 

prove anything, sign anything, earn anything, achieve anything 

to receive the unearned gift of grace, the unearned gift of acceptance. 

 

And so as we prepare to go feast together next door 

To celebrate the gift of this religious community, 

A question: Can we fall to grace together? 

If yes, say Amen. 

Can we fall to grace together? 

If yes, say Amen. 

Can we fall to grace together? 

If yes, say Amen. 


