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Grace and Mercy.  In common speech, we often use the terms Grace and 

Mercy interchangeably.  But theologians and world religions make 

distinctions between these two qualities – and how they play out in our lives.  

This morning, let us consider Grace and Mercy.  Bob Thomas bought this 

service at the UCF Auction last year. 

 

Message: 

Bob Thomas begins: where this sermon comes from…  

Hi, I’m Bob Thomas – I think most of you know me. 

Barb and I were captivated by Mary Gauthier’s “Mercy Now” the first time 

we heard it.  It’s been on our playlist for many years. Recently, when I 

listened to it, I wondered how the concept of MERCY fits in with Unitarian 

Universalists.  So, I googled it.  There were numerous sources comparing 

Mercy and Grace.  Trust me, there is a lot of discussion on this topic.  I went 

to Google seeking clarity and left with more questions than answers – but for 

me that’s just part of the fun of being a UU.  One day a few weeks ago, I 

was discussing this with Rev. Sally and she reminded me that at the last 

service auction we had, I had bid on and won a sermon topic.  So, today’s 

message is about Mercy and Grace in our lives. 

 

Sally picks up… 

Every single one of us could use some mercy now. 

Because every single one of us is human, and fallible.  Some of us are 

slowing down, slowly losing ability or agility – and some are tackling ever-
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greater challenges and feeling stretched in ways both growth-inducing and 

intimidating.   Some of us are tightly bound by fear and doubt and pain 

beyond our tolerance – and some caught up in the headiness of power, the 

anguish of responsibility, or the despair of failure – sometimes all at once. 

The world out there is big, and the universe is bigger yet – and we are small, 

and finite, and no single one of us possesses the wisdom and the vision and 

the resources to navigate this life alone. 

From time immemorial, human beings feeling overpowered or overwhelmed 

by life have invoked powers that transcend our own limitations: arbitrary 

powers that inflict harm or bestow blessing; responsive powers that can be 

appeased or appealed to in times of trouble.  Religions have grown up 

around the interface between ordinary human life and that greater life that 

people in every age and every place have sensed/known/experienced as 

being within us and beyond us and between us in every dimension of our 

lives.   

My own formulation of what religion is and does puts it this way: “Religion 

is … that which reminds me that I am connected to something larger than 

myself.”  Religion is not what “tells” me that I am connected, for I know that 

connection in the deepest part of my being.  But in the give and take, the ups 

and downs of everyday life, I forget.  I begin to feel disconnected, alone.  

And then…something reminds me.  Something I see, or hear, or feel.  

Something unexpected, or something ordinary; something overwhelmingly 

huge and powerful, or something infinitesimally small.  A glimpse of 
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harmony, of beauty, of cosmos (which means “order”), of belonging.  And I 

am reconnected.  I am reminded.  I am restored to wholeness – for that is 

how it feels.  And, for me, these experiences resonate with the roots of the 

word “religion:” re, meaning “again” and ligare (like, ligament) – to connect 

or to bind together again.   

But religions, bridging that interface between ordinary human life and 

something larger, engage in the impossible tasks of calling forth and of 

finding words for the experience of feeling connected with life, with truth, 

with mystery, with knowing far beyond words.  And so religions have given 

rise to pantheons of gods, to stories and scriptures, to rituals and sacraments, 

to doctrines and creeds, to libraries and vocabularies and grammars that try 

to describe and distinguish and name and analyze and characterize what can 

never be captured or contained in words or even in rituals.  What can never 

be imposed, but can only be experienced. 

“And religions have struggled with interpreting the very ordinary, the 

earthbound life we live, and how that relates to the infinite, the eternal; have 

struggled with, you might say, the relationship between how we live life and 

how life lives us.  We can’t help but notice that being good (whatever that 

means) does not always seem to be rewarded (whatever that means); that 

being bad (whatever that means) does not always seem to be punished.  As 

Bob and I talked about all this, he offered an interesting formulation based 

on his reading: 

Karma means getting what you deserve. 
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Mercy means not getting punished when you deserve it. 

Grace means being blessed even when you don’t deserve it. 

My father – my brother – every single one of us – could use a little mercy 

now.  Mary Gauthier’s song does not dispute that we no doubt deserve 

whatever pain, fear, weight, punishment we are experiencing – even if we 

cannot fathom quite what we have done to earn it.  But mercy offers us the 

possibility of punishment withheld. 

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.  I once 

was lost, but now I’m found, was blind but now I see.”  English clergyman 

John Newton wrote that song in 1772 to accompany a sermon on God’s 

power to redeem a life.  He preached from his own experience of blessing he 

knew he had not earned: his first thirty years had been lived as a drinker, a 

fighter, a troublemaker, a slave trader; a man who denounced God as a myth; 

a man who inexplicably survived more than one experience that, by all logic, 

should have killed him.  Yet somehow, he had found his way to the Church 

of England, had founded a ministry which sought to “break a hard heart and 

to heal a broken heart.”  Grace offers us the possibility of blessing in spite of 

weakness, of willfulness, of blindness; beyond all human understanding. 

For grace carries the connotation of a gift from God.  Theologians in many 

religious traditions consider grace a gift received from or bestowed by Allah, 

by an infinitely-compassionate bodhisattva, by an enlightened guru, by God.  

[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divine_grace].  In Christian theology, grace is a part 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divine_grace


Grace and Mercy 

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship Zoom Worship 

May 16, 2021 

© Rev. Sally B. White and Bob Thomas 

5 
 

of the conversation about sin and salvation.  Theologians argue about 

whether grace can be earned, whether it can even be asked for – or whether 

it can only come as an unearned gift. 

Anne Lamott, American writer who is not a theologian but who knows a 

thing or two about faith, once wrote, “grace…[is] the force that infuses our 

lives and keeps letting us off the hook.  It is unearned love – the love that 

goes before, that greets us on the way.  It’s the help you receive when you 

have no bright ideas left, when you are empty and desperate and have 

discovered that your best thinking and your most charming charm have 

failed you.  Grace is the light or electricity or juice or breeze that takes you 

from that isolated place and puts you with others who are as startled and 

embarrassed and eventually grateful as you are to be there.”  And, she 

writes, “I do not at all understand the mystery of grace – only that it meets us 

where we are but does not leave us where it found us.  It can be received 

gladly or grudgingly, in big gulps or tiny tastes...” [Traveling Mercies pp. 139, 

143]. 

I have known grace in tiny tastes.  Moments of grace: a fleeting sense of 

harmony with the universe around me, an instant of joy, a deep calm, a 

sudden silence.  Always, it comes from outside me, and always it resonates 

deep within.  For a moment, I am at one with the big world, with the bigger 

universe.  For a moment, I am fully aware of the connection, the continuity 

that is always there, even when I forget. 
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But mercy is different.  Mercy is not being punished even when you deserve 

it.  Mercy flows from one who has the power to punish to one who is less 

powerful – who is “at their mercy.”  And mercy flows from one human 

being to another, in acts of kindness, compassion, forgiveness.  Here, even 

more than in the case of grace, there is a sense of judgment rendered – 

somehow, someone has been found deserving of punishment.  The 

theological conversation about mercy takes in judgment, and justice, and 

forgiveness.  And here, even more than in the case of grace, it lies within our 

own power – yours, and mine – to extend mercy to another.  To choose to be 

merciful.  To beg for mercy, and to bestow it. 

Anne Lamott knows a thing or two about mercy, too.  “Mercy is radical 

kindness. Mercy means offering or being offered aid in desperate straits. 

Mercy is not deserved. It involves absolving the unabsolvable, forgiving the 

unforgivable. Mercy brings us to the miracle of apology, given and accepted, 

to unashamed humility when we have erred or forgotten.” 

[https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/10/hallelujah-anyway-anne-lamott-

rediscovering-mercy/].  

Many Unitarian Universalists, I think, struggle with the dynamics of power 

and powerlessness in these religious words, and ultimately in the realities 

they point to.  We want to be able to earn grace: to make ourselves worthy 

without the helplessness of waiting for an unknown future, for an uncertain 

reward.  We want to be able to offer mercy, to be the benefactors, the 

generous ones.  We want to believe that we can have a hand in making the 

world a better place; in bending the moral arc of the universe towards justice 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/10/hallelujah-anyway-anne-lamott-rediscovering-mercy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/10/hallelujah-anyway-anne-lamott-rediscovering-mercy/
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– to paraphrase Unitarian minister Theodore Parker’s words from 1853. 

[https://www.oxfordreference.com/page/who-is-quoted].  

And who is to say we cannot?  Who is to say we are powerless, helpless?  

Not theologians, whose words can only hint at truth, can only point to 

divinity; can only speculate about wholeness and holiness.  Not religions, 

which are neither monolithic nor infallible, but which reflect all the breadth 

and variety of human wondering and human striving in the face of the lives 

we live, and the life that lives us.  Not any one of us, for no single one of us 

possesses the wisdom and the vision and the resources to navigate this life 

alone.  But together?  Seeking together?  Working together?  Sharing what 

we know?  Sharing what we need? 

Unitarian Universalist theologian and poet Rebecca Parker wrote it. 

Your gifts—whatever you discover them to be— 

can be used to bless or curse the world. 

 

The mind's power, 

the strength of the hands, 

the reaches of the heart, 

the gift of speaking, listening, imagining, seeing, waiting 

 

Any of these can serve to feed the hungry, 

bind up wounds, 

welcome the stranger, 

https://www.oxfordreference.com/page/who-is-quoted
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praise what is sacred, 

do the work of justice 

or offer love. 

 

Any of these can draw down the prison door, 

hoard bread, 

abandon the poor, 

obscure what is holy, 

comply with injustice 

or withhold love. 

 

You must answer this question: 

What will you do with your gifts? 

Choose to bless the world. 

 

The choice to bless the world is more than an act of will, 

a moving forward into the world 

with the intention to do good. 

 

It is an act of recognition, 

a confession of surprise, 

a grateful acknowledgment 

that in the midst of a broken world 

unspeakable beauty, grace and mystery abide. 
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There is an embrace of kindness 

that encompasses all life, even yours. 

 

And while there is injustice, anesthetization, or evil 

there moves a holy disturbance, 

a benevolent rage, 

a revolutionary love, 

protesting, urging, insisting 

that which is sacred will not be defiled. 

 

Those who bless the world live their life 

as a gesture of thanks 

for this beauty 

and this rage. 

 

The choice to bless the world can take you into solitude 

to search for the sources 

of power and grace; 

native wisdom, healing, and liberation. 

 

More, the choice will draw you into community, 

the endeavor shared, 

the heritage passed on, 
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the companionship of struggle, 

the importance of keeping faith, 

the life of ritual and praise, 

the comfort of human friendship, 

the company of earth 

the chorus of life welcoming you. 

 

None of us alone can save the world. 

Together—that is another possibility, waiting. 

[https://www.uua.org/worship/words/blessing/choose-bless-world]  

Choose to bless, and choose to be blessed – by grace.  By mercy.  Choose to 

be blessed by those whose lives touch your life.  By all the world.  By all 

that is holy. 

Our meditation music by Raleigh singer-songwriter Jess Ray is [in her own 

words,] “intensely spiritual yet deeply real.” (https://www.jessraymusic.com).   

Jess Ray sings “Grace and Mercy.” 

Grace and Mercy 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NNz88sWcAk0 

Tom shares screen 

 

Blessed be and amen. 

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/blessing/choose-bless-world
https://www.jessraymusic.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NNz88sWcAk0

