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March 15, 2015 – 4th Sunday of Lent

Being Saved by God’s Kind Favor – "This is not from you; it is the gift of God."

Everything changes for a believer who comes to the startling realization that there is no way under 
the sun for us to save ourselves. Our sacraments, our rituals, our prayers, and popes mean little if 
Christ has not saved us, if  Jesus has not given us the promise of abundant life,  if  he has not, 
indeed, suffered and died for us. That Jesus saves is our hope.
The  people  of  Judah  had  to  have  a  similar  hope.  They  surely  could  not  trust  in  their  own 
righteousness. Their priests  and people only piled up infidelities.  They amassed abominations. 
They mocked and scoffed. Only a good and gracious God could have compassion, overcome their 
infidelities, and lead them back from exile. “God so loved the world,” Jesus told Nicodemus, “as to 
give his only Son.”
This is not as easy to accept as it first may seem. To be loved as a free 
gift, to be saved by the favor of another is a precarious state of affairs.
St. Paul, in a splendid passage from Ephesians, is well aware of our 
reluctance to entrust ourselves to God’s love. That is why he seems 
compelled  to  reiterate:  “I  repeat,  it  is  owing  to  God’s  favor  that 
salvation is  yours through faith.  This  is  not  your  own doing.  It  is 
God’s  gift.  Neither  is  it  a  reward  for  anything  you  have 
accomplished.” 
“Oh, if it could only be our accomplishment,” we might say in high 
and  happy  times.  We  would  love  to  point  to  our  successes,  our 
virtues and improvements, our earnestness in trying so hard. But it is 
not our own doing, this salvation. It is not a result of our effort.
On the other hand, in our times of  failure  or discouragement we may lament,  “Alas,  we have 
accomplished nothing.” If only we could have made ourselves more worthy, if only we had tried 
harder, if only we had succeeded in our task of self-perfection. 
Again, we sadly miss the point. We stumble about in the dark, bereft of the hope that we had in our  
projects, stripped of plans that might have saved us, purged of the pretense that we had no need of  
redemption. We are unaware that, when we acknowledge the futility of our efforts, we are at the 
moment of conversion. It is the very invitation to abandonment to divine grace.
True, we can resist the hope, we can hate the light, we can fear the exposure to love and to the  
truth on which it rests. And our resistance can come between us and the love of God revealed in 
Jesus Christ. We can refuse to accept the grace that is always there.
As men and women of faith, our major labor and effort is not to achieve our salvation. It is to  
entrust ourselves to it. “God is rich in mercy; because of his great love for us he brought us to life 
with Christ when we were dead in sin. By this favor you were saved.” 

[Source: Fr. John Kavanaugh, S. J., http://liturgy.slu.edu/4LentB031515/theword_embodied.html]
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