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I am not a cat person.  I have always had a love affair with dogs and an equally strong aversion to cats.  I am convinced that cats can sense this about me, that they can sense that I don’t like them, don’t want to touch them and don’t want them around.  Which is precisely why at least one of our neighborhood cats has decided to follow me home whenever he sees me hanging around outside.  He knows I want nothing to do with him.  He also knows that our dogs are gone and that it’s now safe to nest in our yard.  I used to shoo him away with a broom, at least when I was sure no one was looking – you don’t want to get a reputation as a cat-hater.  But I don’t anymore.  The cat has won.  I am now resigned to the fact that if I’m out for a walk or out working in the yard and this cat sees me, he is destined to follow me home.
Failure can be like that.  The reality is that everyone fails at some time or another, at some thing or another.  There’s no shame in that.  God never promises that life will be nothing but one success after another.  But it’s one thing to fail, to shake it off and to move on.  It’s another thing when failure wants to follow us home.  Often failure sticks.  Have you ever made the mistake of parking your freshly-washed car under a tree that drips?  It was a hot day and you thought it made sense to find some shade, but when you got the car home you noticed that sap had dripped all over your paint job and there was no way you could just hose it off.  Failure can be like that sometimes – it drips all over us, it follows us home, and it makes us miserable.
Many of us at this time of the year set out to read through the Bible in a year, to read straight through from Genesis to Revelation.  And when you do that you discover this very freeing truth – the Bible is full of failures.  Have you noticed that?  Who are the very first people we meet in the first few chapters of Genesis?  It’s Adam and Eve.  And what are Adam and Eve best known for?  They’re best known for being failures.  Oh sure, Adam makes a contribution by naming all the animals, which must have been no small task.  But what we usually think about is that Adam and Eve failed to keep their mitts off the one tree in the Garden of Eden God told them to leave alone.  They sinned, and their sin got them evicted from the Garden and it got us a sin nature that’s stuck like sap to all of humanity.  
Do you remember Adam and Eve’s kids – Cain and Abel?  It doesn’t get much worse than what Cain did. Cain and Abel don’t just have a brotherly disagreement; Cain murders Abel.  Cain then tries to hide from his moral failure, to run from it.  But God catches up with Cain, and has this most memorable exchange:
Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”  “I don’t know,” he replied.  “Am I my brother’s keeper?”

The Lord said, “What have you done?  Listen!  Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.  Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand.” (Genesis 4:9-11)
Cain’s failure followed him home. He couldn’t escape it.  The blood of his own brother cried out from the ground, a constant reminder of his sin.  
And we could go on and on.  Take David, for example.  David is well-known for many of the great things he did.  As an adolescent he dared to take down the giant Goliath with nothing but a sling-shot and a small stone.  God chose David to be the second king of Israel, and under David Israel enjoyed some of its most glorious days.  David expanded Israel’s reach from 6,000 square miles to 60,000 square miles.  God gave David one of the highest compliments he could; David is the only person in the Bible of whom God says “he is a man after my own heart.”  There is more written in the Bible about David than any other character.  Abraham gets 14 chapters, as does Joseph.  Elijah gets 10 chapters.  David?  He gets 66 chapters, plus another 59 references to his life in the New Testament.

And yet the Bible is very forthcoming about David’s failures.  David committed adultery with Bathsheba, and then had Bathsheba’s husband killed.  To say that David had a wandering eye would be a gross understatement.  For example, in 2 Samuel 3:2-5 we read the names of six of David’s children, and when we read carefully we discover that David had six children from six different wives.  The Bible goes on to name a total of eight of David’s wives, and to tell us that he had many other wives as well.  He had a total of 20 sons and one daughter, and by all accounts was a terrible father to them all.  When we say that failure followed David home, we mean that quite literally – David was a success on the battlefield, but he was a complete failure at home.

And in one way or another, the stories of these Bible characters are our own stories.  Like them, we do some things well, and in other things we are failures.  And often our failures stick.  They stick like cat hair; they stick like tree sap. 
Have you ever heard of a product called “Goo Gone”?  It’s made by Magic America; you can get a 12 ounce bottle from Amazon for less than $5.  Some sap dripped onto your favorite shirt?  No problem – use some Goo Gone.  I can’t promise you that it will get every sticky substance off your clothes, but so far our family has had pretty good success with it.  So wouldn’t it be nice if there was a Goo Gone for our souls?  Wouldn’t it be great if there was something we could use to scrub the stickiness of our failure right out of our hearts and lives?  And the Bible says there is such a product – it’s called grace.

I did my first pastoral counseling when I was 20 at my brother’s church in a small town in Alberta.  When you’re 20 you think you pretty much know everything, that you’re ready to change the world.  But it didn’t take me long to discover just how little I knew.  The first person I counseled was a 14 year old girl with a serious self-esteem issue.  I thought at first I would share a few verses from the Bible with her, pray with her and then she would be fine.  But it only took a few minutes for me to realize I was in way over my head.  For 8 years this girl and her older sister had been sexually molested by their father.  Her sister had even had a baby fathered by her dad.  This girl had gotten pregnant as well, but she and her dad decided she should have an abortion.  Now her father was in prison, and she had been required to testify against him in court, even though she loved him dearly.  In her mind the whole thing had been her fault; in her eyes, she was an abject failure.  It was her fault her dad molested her, her fault she got pregnant, her fault she had an abortion, and her fault her dad was in prison.

Fourteen years old, and this poor girl’s life was a mess.  But while I could empathize with her pain and while I could understand why she felt like her life was ruined, why she was convinced that her family’s failure was something that would stick to her for the rest of her life, I also was convinced that God in his grace had the ability to redeem her.  But here’s the question – how?  How do you get past a past so painful?  How do we who are broken and scarred reclaim our lives and rediscover the joy of being loved and being alive?  How do we whose circumstances have left us in a serious grace deficit experience what the Bible calls God’s redeeming grace?

Grace To Recast The Past
In our counseling with this girl, one of the first things my brother and I talked about was this – there are no magic formulas and no quick fixes for anyone who finds themselves in a grace deficit, for anyone who is recovering from a painful personal history.  Like most of us, I prefer quick fixes.  One criterion I use in deciding whether or not something is junk is how long it takes to fix.  Half an hour is about my outer limit.  If I can’t repair a broken vacuum cleaner or a leaky faucet in half an hour, then it’s time to call an expert or just buy a new one.  And that’s how some of us approach our lives.  We want what’s broken in us to be fixed and we want it fixed now.  But when it comes to the brokenness in our hearts and our souls, there are no quick fixes.  But the good news, which we shared with this young girl, is that God won’t give up on us until we’re fixed.  God is far more patient and far more determined and far more persistent than any of us are.  Long after we would have given up on our lives, God is still at work to repair and reclaim and redeem our lives, because God is a God of grace.

Let me suggest two ways God’s grace can help us get past a fouled-up past.  Here’s the first way – God can give us grace to recast the past.  So what does that mean?  First, here’s what it doesn’t mean.  To recast the past is not to cover up the past or to deny the past.  To recast the past is not to pretend that things happened differently from the way they really did.  When certain historians try to tell us that certain things didn’t happen the way we were taught they happened, we call it “revisionist history.”  A small handful of historians, for example, have tried to argue that the Holocaust didn’t really happen, that Hitler didn’t really execute six million Jewish people during World War 2.  These historians have tried to deny the past, to revise it, to cover it up.  But the world knows the truth, that the Holocaust is a terrible part of our world history, and we can’t change that.

So to recast the past is not to deny that it happened.  It’s not to pretend that we didn’t foul up, that the accident didn’t happen.  To recast the past is to look at the past through new eyes, through the eyes of the one Person who is able to make a masterpiece out of a lump of clay.

One class I always struggled in was art class.  My junior high art teacher told me that as long as I tried he would give me a C no matter how bad my artwork was.  I cannot draw to save my life or the lives of my children, so please never ask me to play a game like Pictionary.  In one class we learned to make pottery out of clay.  I did my very best to make a pot, but it was lumpy and tilted and not very attractive.  So I tried to make it look better, but I just made it worse; it was, as pots go, a total and complete failure.  And that sometimes is exactly what happens with our lives.  We foul up, and we do our best to shape something good out of our lives, but all we do is to make things worse.  But that is where grace – God’s redeeming grace – comes in.   By grace God can take our lumpy, misshapen lives and reshape them into something beautiful.  Listen to what the Bible tells us in Jeremiah:

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.”  So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel.  But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him.

Then the word of the Lord came to me: “O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?” declares the Lord.  “Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand.”  (Jeremiah 18:1-6)  
Like a master potter who can redeem damaged, misshapen, lumpy clay, God can redeem our damaged, misshapen, lumpy lives.  God by his grace can take what we’ve fouled up and reshape our lives into lives that are beautiful and whole.  

In the New Testament book of Romans Paul writes these words: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  (Romans 8:28)   Notice this – what things is God able to work for good for those who love him?  All things.  Can God work something you’ve fouled up for good?  Does a “foul up” or a failure fall under the category of “all things?”  I think they do.  Or maybe the failure that follows you home isn’t of your own doing; maybe, as it was for these two young girls I counseled, the failure that followed them home, that stuck to their souls like goo, was the failure of someone else.  Can God work something for good that someone has done to you to mess up your life?  Someone has cheated on you, someone has lied to you, someone has stolen from you – can God work that for your good?  Do those things fall under the category of “all things?”  I think they do.  This isn’t a wish.  This isn’t a hope.  This is something, the Bible says, that we know.  “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  The God we serve is a God of grace, and in his grace God is able to redeem our foul ups and our mess ups and turn what we thought was trash into a treasure of incalculable value.

Have you ever heard the name Rahab?  I’m sure you would agree with me that Rahab was a moral failure.  Rahab was a prostitute who lived in Jericho.  When I was in seminary I did a research paper on prostitution for an ethics class, and one thing I remember reading and hearing was that being a prostitute is a pretty miserable life, a life filled with sickness and sadness and guilt.  Dr. Phil has done some shows on the lives of prostitutes, and it’s almost too sad to watch.  That was Rahab’s life.  Hers was a life with a serious grace deficit.  We don’t know how or why Rahab became a prostitute, but when we meet her in the Bible, that’s the life she is leading.

But then God intervened in her life.  You can read Rahab’s story in the second and sixth chapters of Joshua; let me give you the synopsis.  The people of Israel, after 400 years of slavery in Egypt and 40 years of wandering in the desert, are on the brink of entering into the Promised Land of Canaan.  But to enter into the land they have to first get past the city of Jericho.  Like any good leader, Joshua decides to get some intelligence on Jericho, so he sends two spies to sneak into Jericho and gather the necessary information.  But the spies needed a hiding place; they needed someone to give them cover.  So guess where they went?  Joshua 2:1 tells us: “So they went and entered the house of a prostitute named Rahab and stayed there.”  

Somehow the king of Jericho gets wind that the spies are hiding out at Rahab’s, so he orders her to turn them over.  Rahab has a decision to make.  If she helps the two Israelite spies and is found out, it will be more than bad for business – it will be her life. But the two spies have been telling Rahab about the God of Israel, a God of great power and of great love and of redeeming grace.  And Rahab chooses to believe in this God, in the God of the Bible.  Rahab lies to the king; she tells the king of Jericho that the men had come to her but had left.  She hides the spies on the roof of her home, and under cover of dark helps them escape.  And when Joshua and the Israelite army finally come to invade Jericho, Joshua orders the army to completely destroy the city and everyone in it … except for Rahab and all who live with her. (Joshua 6:17)  

Hebrews 11 is known to Bible students as the “faith chapter.”  In this chapter the author lists the greatest heroes of the Old Testament, commending them for their faith, holding them up to us as examples to follow.  In Hebrews 11 we read about Noah and Abraham and Joseph and Moses and Gideon and David and numerous other giants of the faith.  And in Hebrews 11:31, do you know who else we read about?  Here’s the verse: “By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient.”  

But even more significant than Rahab’s inclusion in the Faith Hall of Fame is her inclusion in the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1.  In New Testament days, you should know, genealogical lists did not include the names of women.  Only the names of the fathers mattered.  But in his genealogy Matthew includes the names of four women, and one of them is the prostitute Rahab.  Why include Rahab?  Because God wants us to know that he is a God of redeeming grace, that he is able to redeem even those of us who have failed horribly and use us for something incredibly good.  

Do you remember Joseph?  Joseph didn’t foul his life up; he had it messed up for him by his brothers, who sold him off as a 17 year old to a band of marauders.  Joseph ended up in Egypt, where he was falsely accused of rape and ended up in jail despite his innocence.  Finally, after years in an Egyptian prison, God rescues Joseph and places him in a position of power and authority.  God uses Joseph to save the people of Egypt and the people of Israel from the ravages of a famine that lasted seven long years.  

And then comes the day when Joseph stands face to face with the brothers who betrayed him.  It is time, we think as we read the story, for revenge.  It is time for Joseph to get payback for how terribly his family had failed him.  Joseph’s brothers fear the worst; they know what they would do in Joseph’s place.  They throw themselves at Joseph’s feet and beg for mercy.  And here is Joseph’s reply:

“Don’t be afraid.  Am I in the place of God?  You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  So don’t be afraid.  I will provide for you and your children.”  (Genesis 50:18-20)
God gave Joseph the grace to recast the past.  By God’s grace Joseph learned to see his past through the eyes of the One who had the power to reclaim his broken life and make it into something beautiful and special.  The Bible makes this clear – if it wasn’t for what Joseph went through and for who he became, the nation of Israel would have died out 4500 years ago.  Joseph was able to look into the eyes of those who had failed him and say, “You intended to harm me, and what you did really hurt, but do you know what?  God used it for good.”  That is the grace that recasts the past.

Grace To Rewrite The Past
And here’s something else God is able to do for those of us whose lives have in one way or another become messed up – God gives us the grace to rewrite the past.  

When I was a lawyer we had a number of cases in which the key piece of evidence was an email, an email that someone had deleted.  Most of us now know that just pushing the delete key on your computer doesn’t get rid of the email.  It’s gone from the screen, but it’s still on the hard drive until it is overwritten with some other data.  In two separate cases we were able to recover emails someone thought they had deleted and use those emails to prevail in the lawsuit.  

Many of us have tried to delete the messages written on our hearts by our painful past, messages that tell us we’re nothing but failures, that we’re dumb, that we’re not worth loving.  Over time we have done our best to delete those messages from our conscious mind, to remove them from our mental screen and drag them over to the trash.  But the reality is that those messages are still there, and it really doesn’t take much to recover them, to pull them back up and review the pain and the hurt.  Those failures just keep following us home.
So what we need to do is to learn to overwrite our painful past with grace.  Let me suggest three very practical ways to do that.  First, make it part of your daily routine to read the Bible.  The Bible is God’s love letter to you.  It is a book that reeks of grace.  The Bible will remind you how much you matter to God.  It will show you how God can reclaim your life and shape what has been messed up into something beautiful and good.  Second, listen to music that communicates and celebrates God’s love and grace.  Reading gets truth into our heads, but it often takes music to get truth into our hearts.  Martin Luther, the father of the Reformation, often said that the Reformation would not be complete until every Christian had two things in his possession – a Bible in his own language, and a hymnal, which he called a Psalter.  Luther believed the only way to get the goo of our sin off our souls and to get grace into the deepest part of our hearts was to read God’s words and to sing God’s praises.  So use good music to help write over those old damaging messages with messages of grace.  And third, join a grace group.  Be part of a small group of people who will love you just as you are and who will be agents of God’s grace to you.  Open up your heart to people who care and let them write over those old messages with messages of healing and acceptance.  There is a healing power in God’s grace you will never truly know until you experience it through the eyes and lips and hands of others who have been redeemed by the grace of God.

Some of you might be familiar with a book called “The Mourning After: Help For The Postabortion Syndrome” by author Terry Selby.  Postabortion syndrome is suffered by thousands of women of all ages and all political leanings.  Gloria Swanson was an actress who died in 1983.  In her biography she revealed that for 55 years she had been grieving an abortion she had in the mid-1920s.  Actress Shelley Winters once said about the abortions she had, “I would give up everything – my money, my Academy Award, my career – if only I could have those children now.”   Women who suffer with postabortion syndrome, experts tell us, will have recurrent and distressing recollections and dreams about the event; will exhibit a sense of detachment and estrangement from others; will struggle with guilt; will exhibit irritability and outbursts of anger; and often have difficulty concentrating and sleeping.  

So does God’s grace apply to a woman who suffers postabortion syndrome?  Of course it does. Throughout his book Selby says there are three truths we need to emphasize over and over to women who are dealing with the mess of an unwanted pregnancy and an abortion they now regret – there is help, there is hope, and there is recovery.  And I would add this – there is grace, grace that can redeem any and every failure.  No, there are no quick fixes for a painful past.  I imagine Rahab took some time to get past her past.  But God is in it with us for the long haul.  To paraphrase Corrie Ten Boom, there is no hole so deep that God’s grace is not deeper still.  Let’s bring our failures to God and begin the journey of entering into his grace.
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