The Human Need for Grace
Reflecting on God’s Response to the Human Condition

For centuries, through mythology and science, humans have attempted to discover the origin, the guiding principles and the morals of life.  People have struggled to find the meaning behind the world as it is.  David Hume says of this endeavor:  “I do not think a philosopher, who would apply himself [or herself] so earnestly to the explaining the ultimate principles of the soul, would show himself [or herself] a great master in that very science of human nature . . .”
  Often times the closest we can come is the narrative, the story.  The story can help to shape the philosophy Hume is trying to discover.  Philip Roth, in The Human Stain, introduces a world-view that describes the state of the human nature in the midst of character development.  

“Society as it was constituted—its forces all in constant motion, the intricate underwebbing of interests stretched to its limit, the battle for advantage that is ongoing, the subjugation that is ongoing, the factional collisions and collusions, the shrewd jargon of morality, the benign despot that is convention, the unstable illusion of stability—society as it was made, always has been and must be made, was as foreign to them as was King Arthur’s court to the Connecticut Yankee.  And yet, this wasn’t because they’d been bound by the strongest ties to some other time and place and then forcefully set down in a wholly alien world: they were more like people who’d stepped directly into adulthood from the cradle, having had no intervening education in how human beastliness is run and ruled.”

The story that guides society should be an ideal, a hope for a positive ending, instead of the realism as presented in The Human Stain.  In all stories, though, the realism is often at the forefront, much like Genesis.  It has been said that the book of Genesis started with the question: How did we get here?  And, why is there pain?  Both of these questions get to the heart of human nature.  In this essay, we will try to get into the ‘story’ that guides the Judeo-Christian mind. 

The development of early Christian doctrine leaned heavily on the Hebrew creation stories in the book of Genesis.  It was Augustine who turned the focus from God’s activity in the world to God’s entire separation from the world as judge and jury for the evil and tempted human creation.  In the fourth century of Christianity the ‘Church Fathers’ debated the relation of God to humanity in a serious way.  Gregory of Nyssa, noted in his Sermon on the Sixth Beatitude that humankind was never far from God, since humankind was created imago Dei.
  Gregory of Nyssa goes on to state that since there are many forms of evil that tempt, corrupt, and destroy humanity, God answers every form of evil by putting on humanity to cure the ills of humanity altogether.  

John Wesley grew in the tradition holding human nature at a distance from the divinity of God, continuing, thus, the doctrine of original sin and humankind’s necessity to be therefore redeemed by God.  It was Wesley’s belief that humankind had a “fatal disease,” that disease was a lure toward sin.  This “fatal disease” had three symptoms: at birth humans have no knowledge of God, no love for God, and a love for the world.
  For Wesley, only God’s unsurpassed, preveinent grace could cure the disease.  

Therefore, in speaking on the subject of human nature, Christians must develop an anthropology by which the creative activity of God and the redemptive work of Jesus Christ unite in the activity of the Holy Spirit here and now.  There are three aspects to human nature: 1) the individual, 2) the communal, and 3) the structural.  The sinfulness of humanity flows through the multi-faceted aspect of the person as that person relates to his/her self, her/his community, and the society in which he/she lives.  A notion of sin in our theological construct God with us is a recognition of the self over and above God and ‘other’ communities.  Related to the self, sinfulness within ‘our’ community looks like a positive inclination toward ‘our’ group and a prejudice against ‘other’ groups.  Also, sin can be seen as the appreciation of mismanagement of power in governmental systems, civil institutions and religious organizations over the power of God.  On these three notions of sin, we must construct a theological anthropology discovering the human condition and God’s redemption of it, in essence, “forgiveness of sins.”  

Inwardly, we, as Christians, need to recall humankind creation as told in the book of Genesis chapters one through three.  In the first narrative, humankind was created “good” as God created them in God’s own image.
  The second creation story is quite different.  Early Jewish writers, seemingly trying to explain the notion of evil in the world, focused on the separation of God and humanity.  After the first couple ate of the “tree of knowledge” they became naked, vulnerable.  The couple hid from their creator and each other.  It is here that we see that sin separates us from God because we thought that we could liberate ourselves to a new level autonomy.  The focal point then of egoistic sin is humankind’s reluctance to be empowered by the ever-present Source of Life.  Sin is not God’s separation from the person.

Outwardly, we, as Christians, are born into certain communities.  The community is responsible for reminding the citizens of their thankfulness of God’s creative activity in their lives, listening to the Word, and openness to the movement of the Spirit.  It is when the community’s voice starts to create a hierarchy of the other voices around them; in other words, when the community’s rhetoric becomes prejudicial it means a sinfulness, a separation from God.  Justo González recognizes this heirarchicalism as a dissension in humankind’s creation in “for-otherness.”
  “Sin is the violation of that for-otherness.  Sin is the violation of God’s image in us, which is precisely the image of God’s for-otherness.”
  It is here that communal sin is most volatile.  When we disavow another community, we separate ourselves yet again from God.

There is yet one more facet of sin: the sin of societal structures.  Political philosophy and social policy have tried to create a citizenry empowered economically, satisfied physically, and nurtured emotionally.  The notion of sin within a society comes about in the advancement of some persons above others through an unjust power.  Our turning from God on an individual level and communal level lead us to create and recreate structures and institutions of selfish power and tyrannical competition.  It is when we embrace our sinfulness, in the tri-fold nature of humankind, that structures of sin can tumble, structures of sin can be dashed against the floor.
  We shall then be moved by our creative nature and our place as redeemed persons through Jesus Christ to begin to embrace our sin and break down structures of evil and corruption.  From the inside, from the outside, and now from beyond, we are called to respond to liberty of all persons and liberation to the powerless.

We must then talk about the forgiveness of this triune nature of sin.  It is not by humankind’s activity that can redeem their community or societal structure; it is rather the presence of God’s creating action, liberating action, and sustaining action.  In this regard, Herzog revisits Wesley on several points.  For both Herzog and Wesley, God’s grace is a free gift and comes before us in the gift of creation (previenent grace).  Second, justification is God’s power to embrace us in our pain and in our joy, “God takes the initiative.”
  Third, sanctification means for Wesley and Herzog a means of God’s creativity within a person to act through God’s justice, with God’s mercy and “for-otherness.”  Creator God did not destroy the freed people of Israel when, in their excitement and praise, they formed a golden image -- God created a turn-about in God’s own mind.
  Liberator God did not free the self from suffering on the cross -- God screamed from the cross, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”
  “The forgiveness of sins” happens in the God with us each day through the transcendent God.
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