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Back in Little Rock, I served a church that had three priests on staff. It was a pretty cool arrangement, 
especially as a conversation from week to week emerged within the sermons. For example, somewhat 
unintentionally, we once had three Sundays running where every single sermon, somehow or other, mentioned 
monkeys. Now, each preacher had a different style. There was the Rector. As a former carpenter with a love of 
poetry and modern folk music, you never really knew where his sermons would come down. He once preached 
about resurrection with an on-demand water heater as his guide. Then there was the Assistant Rector. She was 
the only one on staff with a doctorate, and her sermons were brilliant. Not always academic, but the sort of 
thing you wouldn’t really understand until about Wednesday. When I got there, she’d just published a book on 
the theological fallacy of beauty that turned my world upside-down. And then there was me. Y’all know my 
style, more or less, probably better than I do by now. But as a preacher, it was a lot of fun to share that pulpit 
and dig a little deeper, playing off of the preacher a week before and setting up the one to follow.  

But in all that preaching and in all those different ways to talk about God, each one of us kept coming 
back to the same ol’ things. The essentials. There was a lot about God. There was a lot about the love of God. 
There was a lot about Jesus. And there was actually a lot about the Spirit, too. We preached forgiveness and 
resurrection and new life. We preached alongside what the world was doing, sometimes holding up beautiful 
moments, and sometimes calling out heinous ones. Truth be told, we did what all preachers do. We preached 
what we saw. And one thing we saw a whole lot of was grace.  

Now grace is one of those things that’s especially hard to wrap our heads around because it’s so 
completely backwards from how we think the world works. A quick primer: Grace is, according to our 
Catechism, “Grace is God's favor toward us, unearned and undeserved; by grace God forgives our sins, 
enlightens our minds, stirs our hearts, and strengthens our wills.” We saw a lot of grace, which is surprising, 
because grace isn’t how this world usually works. See, we’re pretty used to a world where what you do, what 
you earn, what you can pay matters. We’re pretty used to a world where exchanging one thing for another is just 
how things work. We’re pretty used to a world with that kind of economy. But grace overturns all that. Grace 
isn’t recognition for a job well done. It’s not a paycheck. And it certainly isn’t a commodity waiting to be pulled 
off the shelf. Grace is unfathomably free. And you already have that free grace in your life, thanks to God’s 
movement in the world, especially thanks to Christ’s sacrifice, Christ’s gift on the cross. But free doesn’t mean 
cheap.  

Back in 1937, in his book The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer drew a distinction between 
cheap grace and costly grace. Cheap Grace is “grace without discipleship,” an imagined state of affairs that lets 
us Christian folk off the hook. Cheap Grace leads us to the conclusion that since grace cannot be earned, why 
should we bother doing anything at all? And nothing changes. But true grace is costly, he argued. “Grace is 
costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because 
it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly because it condemns 
sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son: ‘ye 
were bought at a price,’ and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us. Above all, it is grace because God 
did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but delivered him up for us. Costly grace is the 
Incarnation of God.” Grace is costly not because it’s gonna make a dent in your wallet when you drop it in your 
basket at the store. No, grace is costly because once you’ve been given it, you are changed, compelled to live 
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your life as if you deserved that immeasurable gift while knowing you never did. Put another way, it’s not that 
we act to earn grace; we act because of grace. 

So why all this talk about Costly Grace? I mean, grace is sort of central to who we are as Christians, but 
why today? Take a gander at that first reading. Naaman, a commander of a conquering army, is a leper. He 
desperately needs to be healed, but no one can pull it off. Not until his wife’s servant, a captured Israelite, 
recommends a prophet in Israel. Notice, by the way, that the word of God comes from an unexpected place, the 
servant girl, and she directs them to an unexpected place, the conquered country of Israel. That’s not how this 
world works. Folks like that don’t usually get a voice. Now, Naaman’s probably tried all sorts of remedies and 
local healers, but he finally listens, and makes his way to Israel with a letter of recommendation from his own 
king and a small fortune to pay off his healer. When he arrives, though, it’s not even the great prophet who 
directs him to wash in the Jordan, it’s a messenger. Naaman is furious. He’s insulted. Let’s figure out why.  

I think it’s because Naaman has finally seen grace. His money doesn’t mean a thing. He could’ve 
brought a single penny found under the couch cushions, and it would’ve meant as much. His status doesn’t 
mean a thing, either. He could’ve been a penny in the couch cushions, and it would’ve meant as much. Elisha 
doesn’t care who he is, how much money he has, or how far he traveled. All he cares about is obeying God. Oh, 
and one more thing. What Elisha directs Naaman to do, it’s so simple. And the simplicity of the act is insulting. 
Naaman’s an army commander. He’s done some hard things, fought to earn his place. Surely curing his leprosy 
requires a hero’s journey equal to his value as a man. What Elisha directs is child’s play, an insult to his status. 
And maybe it’s an insult to the waters and the healers and the gods of his homeland, to boot. 

All told, it’s infuriating. For those in places of worldly power, grace certainly can be. Because it takes all 
those things we’re told to value and many of us buy into, and it makes them meaningless. Grace can’t be bought 
or sold or earned across great distances or coerced into being with a flex of status. Grace is given, freely. And 
all Naaman has to do is step into the Jordan to get it. Of course, ultimately, it’s not really about bathing in those 
waters. It’s about recognizing God as above all things. And for a man with all the wealth and status and strength 
of this world, that is a very costly grace indeed.  

Back in Little Rock, there was a parishioner who used to tease us preachers. He said, “You’ve gotta stop 
using grace as an out. Seems like, when you’ve preached yourselves into a corner, you always lean on grace to 
get you back out again.” He was probably right if I’m honest, but we preached about grace so much because we 
saw it so much. And we preached about grace so much because we saw how much people needed to be 
reminded of it, too. I’m preaching about grace today because I see it here, and I see a need for y’all to be 
reminded of it, and I need to be reminded of it, too. Grace, costly grace, grace that’ll make us live differently. 
Not earned, not owned, but given. Costly grace freely given, and all we have to do is step out into the waters. 
And for that grace, we say, “thanks be to God!” 

2 


