Grace Matters: A Review

What is your perspective after suffering a great loss? Are you pessimistic? Are you doubtful that life will again have the same levels of excitement? In his book Grace Matters, Chris Rice reflects on the close of his nearly 17-year investment into transformative friendship with Spencer Perkins. He writes, “From Mississippi, I would take the hope that people can grow and change, that descriptions of pain or joy at any one moment are only snapshots, that only history really counts.”
Many Christians involved in social justice work are familiar with the story of Spencer Perkins and Chris Rice, two believers working at interracial friendship in the context of ministry and community. A model on a national scale, the Rice-Perkins friendship demonstrated the possibilities of true commitment between distinctly different American Christians. This intentional friendship begun in 1981 ended abruptly with Spencer Perkins’ sudden passing in 1998. 

In Grace Matters: A True Story of Race, Friendship, and Faith in the Heart of the South Rice entrusts readers with an open, honest account of the personal struggles required to create and maintain this friendship. His early reactions to Perkins as a militant who was decidedly unlikable are simultaneously paired with Rice’s unexplained desire to gain this “gruff, defiant, and confident” man’s approval. The story is a gripping account of the mystifying merging of two lives in such a way that Spencer Perkins’ passing brought with it a pain that in the beginning brought Chris Rice to his knees.

When one considers the intensity of cross-cultural relationship the potential for wrongs to be committed is immense. As the title Grace Matters suggests, a ‘clearing of accounts’ by accessing God’s grace can be a radical step towards renewal. In his final assessment Rice writes, 
The witness and experiences Spencer and I were given were surely not meant to die…Somehow, even with Spencer’s death, I believed that the idea of reconciliation itself would be enlarged. The old was passing, the new and unknown was coming. 

We have been told that in the final assessment there is hope for change; this story tells in intricate detail just how these two lives were remarkably changed.

Note: This review is based on a reading of the advance unedited manuscript. Quotations from the text appear without page references based on the probability of changes to text positioning in the final copy. All quotations should be compared to the final copy of the book scheduled for release in September 2002 by Jossey-Bass publishers.

Purchase a copy from Amazon.com 

Reading Companion for Grace Matters

Part 1: Converted
Recommended Readings

Ch. 1, What Are All You White People Doin’ Here? 

Ch. 2, Letting the Spirit Lead

Ch. 3, Interrupted

Ch. 1, What Are All You White People Doin’ Here?

1. When Spencer Perkins questioned the motives behind White people’s presence in the reconciliation ministry, Chris Rice’s internal response was: 

· To ask who was the accused ‘you’ of “all you white people”;

· To recognize that he was not ready to make a decision for a long-term commitment; and

· To perceive Perkins as a ‘militant.’

Q: Did you consider Chris’ reaction to be justified? 

Q: Why or why not?

Q: What was your personal reaction after reading this passage?

2. At the end of the chapter, Chris articulates some significant themes in discussions of racial equality. He speaks of: 

· ‘Racial innocence’

· ‘Us and Them’

· Being ‘indigenous’

Q: Did you initially recognize these concepts as significant themes?

Q: Once identified, what thoughts do these concepts raise in your mind?

Ch. 2, Letting the Spirit Lead

1. Chris Rice speaks of his first encounter with Black History Month, quoting some portions of the Black National Anthem, “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” As he ponders the words of the song he asks, “I wonder what land James Weldon Johnson was calling his people to be true to: whether to America, Africa, or to the black church.”
Q: Does this multiplicity of messages cause you discomfort?

Q: Why or why not?

2. Re-read the portion describing Chris’ responsibility in the church program to play the role of a Ku Klux Klan Grand Dragon “ranting and raving against interracial marriage and the ‘ungodly mongrelization of the races.’”

Q: Does this account disturb you? 

Q: Whom did you empathize with in this scenario?

Q: Had you been in Rice’s shoes, what thoughts would have been running through your mind as you enacted the scene?

3. The author writes that two practices in Sunday worship services at Voices of Calvary formed what he called ‘a liturgy of hope’ for him. He speaks the gospel choir as the first element and ‘sharing time’ as the second. 

For anywhere from fifteen to thirty minutes in the middle of the service, the floor was opened to anyone to stand and offer thanksgiving or requests for prayer. What followed was not announcements, not just mentions of sickness, but raw public confession, usually from a black member. 

While this worship practice is not universal among African-American churches, it can certainly be descriptive of many. Often when people from outside this tradition encounter this style during a church service for the first time they are transfixed.

Q: Have you participated in a service with this style of worship in the past?

Q: If it was a new experience for you, how did you react?

Q: If you have never been in a service of this nature, how do you imagine that you would respond?

4. Chris Rice speaks of his reaction to gospel singing and sharing times: 

· “The music revealed a transparency about heartache, weakness, and tension that was a cultural transgression in my heritage.”

· “Often those who stood to make their confessions were the ‘least of the least’ in our midst. They seemed to have no fear, nothing to lose.”

· He summarizes, “Worship was like a three-hour scream for help. Their confessions boiled down to ‘I’m screwed up! I need God! I need ya’ll!’”

The perspective of this church body may be described as one where God and others are completely involved in and available to help individuals work through the intimate details of life. 

Q: Do you share this perspective on the nature of the Church?

Q: If not, what is your perspective on the ways in which the Body of Christ is intended to relate to one another?

Ch. 3 Interrupted

1. Chris describes an intense ‘showdown’ when he wrestled with the decision of whether or not to remain in Mississippi: 

The intensity of the internal battle in that little office over the next several hours took me completely by surprise. I was a novice in trench warfare in unseen dimensions, where legitimate and illegitimate voices contended for territory, one sometimes disguised as the other. I struggled to distinguish between friend and foe, and I was stunned by the power and pull of each force upon me.

Q: Have you ever had an internal dialog of this magnitude? 

Q: Would you use the terminology ‘trench welfare in unseen dimensions’ to describe your experience?

Q: If not, how would you describe it?
2. As Chris considered which life path ‘would help humanity more’, he began to reflect on the past life experiences that led him to Jackson initially. He identified some “major interruptions of normality that had profoundly shaped [him]”:

· His father’s trip to Mississippi in 1964 to as a civil rights volunteer

· Twelve years spent growing up as a missionary child in Korea

· His parents’ involvement in Korea’s human rights movement

Q: What are some early life experiences that have significantly shaped the path of your adult life?

Q: Have any early life experiences particularly influenced you to have a commitment to cross-cultural understanding?

Q: Are there occurrences in your past that cause you to have less of an interest in gaining multicultural competencies?

Summary

At the end of each of these chapters, Christ Rice appears to have written a final summary that capsulated the major themes discussed in the preceding pages. Look at the table below and consider the significance of relating these concepts: 

	What Are All You White People Doin’ Here?
	establishing trust

	Letting the Spirit Lead
	no one is immune from the dangers of individualism, selfishness and greed

	Interrupted
	commitments are often made without real knowledge of the demands it will place on you


Part 2: Separation
Recommended Readings

Note: Because these chapters are at the end of the memoirs, some terms require definitions. See the end of this document for a list of terms.

Ch. 37, Blue Leg

Ch. 38, Tears Without End (no study questions)

Ch. 39, The Dwelling Place (no study questions)

Ch. 37, Blue Leg

1. In the opening of the chapter, Chris identifies significant changes in the working relationship between he and Spencer. 

Q: What are some of the themes mentioned?

Q: How does this compare to earlier dynamics between the two?

2. Rice describes Spencer’s ‘blue leg’ as “a symbol of weakness and limitation at a time when his life seemed to be dominated by the theme, even as he was finding new freedom.”
There are manifold messages inherent in this statement: 

· The sense that a physical reality can serve a symbolic role;

· The possibility that themes may be assigned to a given period in life; and

· An assertion that weakness and limitation can be present in a person that is simultaneously growing in his/her sense of personal freedom
 Q: Has there been a significant occurrence or impairment in your life that in your mind signified a larger work that was in progress?
Q: What was your emotional and spiritual response?
3. The chapter moves on to relate Spencer and Chris’ final address at the Reconciler’s Fellowship (RF) conference, ‘College, Ethnicity, and Reconciliation.’ The author recounts, 

That night, Spencer and I called for a new vision: a commitment to radical grace between the races. Our emotions were tender, our spirits bold…As Spencer and I went back and forth that night, I loved his ‘new stuff.’ He had never spoken any of this before. The more he understood his belovedness, the more he seemed willing to go where he had never gone before, to risk everything.

At one point he spoke of our relationship, on the verge of divorce last fall. ‘Neither of us was prepared,’ said Spencer, ‘for the overwhelming simplicity, the complete absurdity, and the illogical genius of God’s amazing grace.’…’Yeah, yeah, I knew all along about grace. I could quote John 3:16 when I was knee high to a duck. But over all my decades of evangelical teaching, I never understood until now that God intended for grace to be a way of life for his followers. Maybe I’m the only one who missed it. But judgin’ by the way that we all get along, I don’t think so.’

‘At our relationship’s weakest moment, Chris and I saw that we could either hold on to our grievances and demand that all of our hurts be redressed, or we could follow God’s example, give each other grace, and trust God for the lack. We chose grace.’ It was time, he said, to take away the race card and replace it with the grace card.

At the same time, Spencer contented, a radical commitment to grace can also be coupled with a radical commitment to justice: 

We must continue to speak and act on behalf of those who are oppressed. But my willingness to forgive oppressors is not dependent on how they respond. Bein’ able to extend grace and to forgive people sets us free. What I’m learnin’ about grace lifts a weight from my shoulders, which is nothin’ short of invigorating. When we can forgive and embrace those who refuse to listen to God’s command to do justice, it allows them to hear God’s judgement without feelin’ a personal judgement from us. Which in the end, gives our message more integrity. Bein’ able to give grace while preachin’ justice will make our witness even more effective. And the world will take notice.
Q: Was this the first time you read the account of the final conversation Rice and Perkins shared on the theme of reconciliation?
→ Consider writing your own personal response to this account.

Terms

Ch. 37, Blue Leg
Antioch – intentional living community where the Rice and Spencer families lived

RF – Reconciler’s Fellowship, 

Nancy – Spencer Perkins’ wife

Lem Tucker – the president of Voices of Calvary during Chris’s early days in Mississippi; he died prematurely of cancer

Johnathan – Spencer and Nancy Perkin’s oldest son

JP – John Perkins, father of Spencer and a prominent figure in the 1950s and 60s civil rights movement in the South

Ch. 38, Tears Without End
Joanie – Spencer’s sister
Robinson Street – location of the Antioch properties
Yokefellow – a Greek term considered to embody the reality that Spencer and Chris had come to find one another indispensable
Ch. 39, The Dwelling Place

Donna – Chris’ wife

John and Judy – advisors to the Antioch community; John is pastor of a long-standing church and community in San Francisco, CA

Note: This review is based on a reading of the advance unedited manuscript. Quotations from the text appear without page references based on the probability of changes to text positioning in the final copy. All quotations should be compared to the final copy of the book scheduled for release in September 2002 by Jossey-Bass publishers.

