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God of Grass and Glory 

 

Almost thirty years ago, on the Sunday after Christmas, I preached my first 

sermon--invited to do so only because my overworked and exhausted parish 

minister was desperate for a Sunday off.  I was the choir director of the little 

First Congregational Church in Eureka, California--and, up until that 

Sunday, had not ever been ‘up front’ except to sing or occasionally read 

scripture.  Prior to the day, of course, the minister and I met to discuss 

planning the service and all--but neither of us knew whether I would do OK 

or not, certainly neither of us realised that this opportunity would be the 

beginning of the journey to ordination, and neither of us could have 

predicted the wonderfully ‘accidental’ theological revelation that would 

happen in the process. 

 

My chosen profession at the time was as a public librarian, so it will be no 

surprise to you that I was even then a real stickler for organisational detail.  I 

carefully planned every word of that service--and, like most new preachers, I 

chose a few of my favourite hymns as well.  This might, after all, be my one 

and only chance to preach ever so I had to get all the good things in at once.  

And one of those hymns was the famous, “God of Grace and God of Glory,” 

written in 1930 by the great American preacher, Harry Emerson Fosdick, for 

the opening service of what was then a radically new kind of church--the 

inter-denominational Riverside Church in New York City.  Fosdick himself 

was a Baptist minister; the congregation at the time were mostly a mix of 

Presbyterians and Congregationalists.  The building of that large church had 

begun in the heady good times of New York City before the Stock Market 

Crash of 1929, and was funded by large benefactors such as the Rockefeller 

family.  But, by 1930, things were not so good and no one was feeling much 

optimism for the future--not even the Rockefellers.  Into that context 

Fosdick wrote: 

 God of Grace and God of glory, 

 on your people pour thy power; 

 now fulfill thy Church’s story, 

 bring her bud to glorious flower. 

 Grant us wisdom, 

 grant us courage, 

 for the facing of this hour. 

 

 



 

 

Ah, what wonderful words:  “God of grace and God of glory!”  I thought, 

even if my first attempt at preaching doesn’t go well, at least that hymn will 

carry the message of God’s power and majesty.  I was excited and 

enthusiastic as I finished the whole order of service by the Tuesday, gave it 

to the office assistant to be typed and printed, and then waited--both eagerly 

and anxiously--for Sunday to come.   

 

So you can imagine my surprise and dismay when, upon arriving at church 

that Sunday morning, I opened the printed order of service to read that we 

were singing “God of Grass and God of Glory.”    

 

Now it could be that the unfortunate typo was a result of my sometimes poor 

handwriting.  But I feel I should tell you that, just at that time, the rural area 

around Eureka, California was the marijuana-growing capital of North 

America--and my first thought was that our office assistant was either 

thinking about or perhaps had just recently consumed too much of the local 

product when she was typing the order of service.  “God of grass and God of 

glory!”  What a disaster for my perfectionist work.  It’s all well and good to 

laugh now--but at the time I wasn’t even smiling--not until one of those 

great moments of quiet that worship leaders experience as the Offering is 

being gathered.  It was right then that a ’smile’ of recognition and response 

started somewhere in my being and eventually made its way to my mind and 

to my face.  

 

God of grass and God of glory….  Suddenly I realised that this was exactly 

the God in whom I believed--a God grounded in the earth of our human 

existence who is also known as ‘The Ground of our Being.’ 

 

� A God who is both powerful and vulnerable 

� A God who would put the hard word on hypocrisy and comfort a child 

with words of everlasting tenderness 

� A God who could angrily wield a whip at the greedy and gently touch a 

leper with a healing hand 

� A complex God of the paradoxes of divinity and humanity 

� A God whose simplicity is known in just one word:  Love 

 

This…this is the God I adore. 

 

 

 



 

 

Sometimes the most wonderful realisations can come out of such unlikely 

sources--even out of things that are apparently mistakes, such as the church 

secretary’s typo.  Through all the years and experiences since, that insight 

into the nature of God has sustained me so many times--and given me the 

opportunity to think ever more deeply about my own nature too. 

 

For instance, I’ve thought about the reality of grass--which, though bound to 

earth, is actually the strongest and most enduring of all creation’s plants.  We 

think we have to take extra special care of it of course, when it surrounds our 

homes as lawn, but actually it does quite well on its own.  From seemingly 

fragile seeds, sometimes even just borne on the wind of heaven, it sprouts to 

life and growth.  It flourishes and withers with the seasons--and yet remains.  

In a drought--or with stringent water restrictions-- it dies of course.  Or does 

it?  Have you not noticed how even the very slightest bit of rain will 

magically bring it back to life again?  The apparent death of grass is not the 

end.  It seems to me that God is a lot more like grass than we might think, as 

revealed in the life and death and victory of Jesus Christ. 

 

This…this is the God I adore:  a God of grass and glory. 

 

These days I have to admit that I’m often more than a bit embarrassed to be 

a Christian--embarrassed by the church, that is.  Even the front page of 

today’s Canberra Times brought one of those moments of discomfort.  But I 

want to tell you clearly and emphatically that I’m never embarrassed by 

Jesus.  His life, his ministry, his revelation of God in human reality is always 

and everywhere cause for celebration.  And the church, beastly though it can 

be at times, remains at its best whenever we lead that celebration--as we do 

in this place this very night. 

 

Because of Jesus, we can no longer claim our frail weakness unless we are 

also ready to claim our powerful responsibility.  We can’t throw up our 

hands in despair when we get things wrong or feel inadequate and simply 

excuse ourselves with that famous whine, “I’m only human!”   

 

Because of Jesus we are called instead to hold up our heads and say with 

confidence: 

 

 “I’m human!  I can make a difference! 

 I can have the courage and wisdom of good, full, abundant living.   

 



 

 

 I can work enough,  

  and pray enough,  

   and simply love enough  

    to heal the world-- 

     and nothing,  

      not even death,  

       can defeat me.” 

 

Because of Jesus, whose earthy birth we celebrate this night… 

Because of Jesus, who at his birth was laid in the grassy straw manger  

 of our poverty and frailty… 

Because of Jesus, at whose birth we are told that even the angels sang… 

Because of Jesus, we see the full reality of God: 

 

� who is both powerful and vulnerable 

� who would put the hard word on hypocrisy and comfort a child with 

 words of everlasting tenderness 

� who could angrily wield a whip at the greedy and gently touch a leper 

 with a healing hand 

� who is as complex as the paradoxes of divinity and humanity 

� and whose eternal simplicity is known in just one word:  Love. 

 

Because of Jesus… we know,  

 now and forever,  

  that simply being human  

   is good enough for even God to be. 

 

This…this is the God I adore:  the God of grass and glory, who ‘came and 

dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.’ 
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