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The love of God towards His creatures is without presuppositions and cannot be repaid. Precisely because it depends on nothing but His utter goodness in absolute freedom, it is a gift (charisma), which has no ‘counter balance’ whether before or afterwards, and for this reason it is called grace (charis). The theologizing person always tries with great care to classify the special form that the ‘undefinable’ essence of grace may take in its every expression according to particular circumstances. Yet, notions such as ‘good will’, ‘favour’, ‘compassion’ and ‘mercy’ as motivations on God’s part are not of decisive significance, nor can ‘gratification’ which subsequently ‘rewards’ the recipient characterize the entirely indecipherable ‘causality’ of the ‘energies’ of the unapproachable divine essence.
Therefore the only conclusion which the devout faithful is initially entitled to draw generally concerning the various phenomena of divine grace (which are always crystallized in concrete forms as ‘gifts’) is the spontaneous certainty that their ‘source’ could not simply be this or that ‘attribute’ of God in isolation (eg. wisdom, power, justice, compassion), but rather the entire indivisible God, in His absolute ‘fullness’.
Having at least approximated an outline of the conceivable calibre of the ‘grace of God’ that can be reflected in the conscience of the faithful, as His inconceivable Holiness and Goodness, we shall not need to deal here with the ‘distinctions’ and the general morphology which Scholastic theology has presented – for the purpose of more methodical study – in its doctrinal treatment of the chapter ‘Concerning Grace’. In fact, Orthodox textbooks (of Androutsos, Trembelas and others) often use the title of ‘The essence of Grace’ (!), as if it had to do with a subject that can easily be approached through the evidence of the senses.
What is of significance is not first of all to discern in each instance whether we are dealing with a ‘preliminary wake up call’ (a kick start) which precedes our actions, nor succour from on high which accompanies human effort, nor a universal (but not compulsory!) grace towards everyone and everything, nor any other form of specialized ‘dosages’ of the divine gifts.
There is only one conclusion concerning the thoughts and evaluations at hand that can be drawn by the mindful recipient of multiple benefactions: “Christ is all and in all” (Col. 3:11). We can now appreciate more fully and with fear of God the mysterious and unsearchable ‘mechanisms’ with which divine Providence operates in an astonishing network of ‘connections’ and ‘associations’ of the visible and invisible, the corruptible and incorruptible – for the maintenance, governance, sanctification and salvation of the world. In light of this sacred labyrinth of God’s love, the first thing that naturally arises in the conscience of the unbiased person is the ‘feeling of absolute dependence’ on the divine Omnipotence. This feeling was recognized as a sterling basis not only of Doctrinal Theology, but also of Christian Ethics, by the Pauline theologian par excellence of the West, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) who fervently sought consistency and the ‘embodiment’ of Church doctrines in everyday life, thereby overturning the falsehood of German Idealism in general.
We could therefore say that this ‘feeling of absolute dependence’ opens up suddenly before our eyes a world full of amazement and miracles. Then the profound observation made many centuries ago by St Maximos the Confessor is confirmed: “Just as the natural sun when rising shows not only itself but also all that it lights up, so it is that when Christ the Sun of Righteousness appears, He reveals, together with His own goodness, the value and sacredness that all created things acquire through His presence”. With the ‘general flood of light’ arising from the death and Resurrection of the Theanthropos (a relevant hymn states: now all things are filled with light…), it is not only the established seven Sacraments which become the visible vehicle of the divine grace. Even the most humble animate or inanimate creations of God can be useful as a sanctifying ‘instrument’ and ‘sign’, according to the assurance of the Gospel that “the Spirit blows where it will” (John 3:8).
This is also the reason for which the Church never needed to use expensive valuable worldly ‘elements’ to conduct the holy Sacraments. Neither gold nor silver nor precious stones ever became the visible ‘body’ which would convey invisible grace. Daily ‘bread’ and ‘wine’, ‘water’ and ‘oil’, a ‘twig of basil’ and some ‘flowers’ from the Epitaphios or the Veneration of the Holy Cross, were always precious elements that could be ‘changed’, through the prayers of the Celebrant and the faithful, into saving means of consolation and sanctification.
Even man himself – who as the image of the living and invisible Lord was called to be a Celebrant and ‘steward’ of the mysteries of God, an honour given not even to angels – admits through the mouth of the Apostle Paul his complete unworthiness to be an instrument of grace: “We have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellence of the power may be of God and not of us” (2 Cor. 4:7) Precisely this ‘antinomy’ faced by the person of Faith, to recognize simultaneously the nobility as well as the baseness of every created thing before divine grace is of course the foremost stipulation of salvation. ‘Progressive’ people of the modern ‘Enlightenment’ naturally not only do not respect these things, but in fact ridicule them. One should not however be surprised at this anymore. If they ‘doubt’ or categorically reject God Himself, would they respect any creature of His?
A characteristic definition of an ‘atheist’ is currently given by Michael Onfray, a French philosopher, leaving not only Europe, but the whole world, in disarray: “An atheist is one who declares that God does not exist, that he is a creation of fantasy in people who want to believe that they will continue to live after death. The atheist declares that there is no world beyond our own, and that we should not seek proofs from those who say that nothing exists but rather from those who say that something exists”
The only suitable response of the faithful to such ungrateful babble is the doxological hymn of the Church:
“…but we as the youths will sing to the Lord
for He has been gloriously glorified”
(Canon of Holy Saturday, 1st Ode)
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