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            This book is dedicated to the memory of Tammy Faye and the new life of Maret Bassett Edlund.

            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
         
            

            

            
            Nothing else in the world matters but the kindness of grace, God’s gift to suffering mortals.

            
            
            —Jack Kerouac, 1961

            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Introduction
 
            
            The Grace Revolution

            
         
 
         
         I’ve been around churches my whole life, yet I didn’t discover grace—true grace, revolutionary grace—until I was twenty years
            old. Even then, it has taken me fourteen years to really get my head around it and begin to understand its implications.
            
         
 
         
         Sure, I had heard people talk and sing about grace in church. At times, it seemed that they talked of little else. But as
            far as I could tell, the word didn’t mean anything. It was an empty shell; a verbal tic (“grace be with you”); a lyric in a song—there certainly wasn’t anything “amazing”
            about it. But make no mistake: This soft-sounding concept has the power to change the world. Grace saved my life; it can revolutionize
            yours.
            
         
 
         
         Grace is so poorly understood that it’s worth defining right up front. Grace literally means “unmerited favor.” It is the idea that we receive salvation as a gift from God through Christ’s sacrifice
            on the cross. Not as something we’ve earned. Not because of what we do (or don’t do). Not because we pass some kind of test.
            Just because God loved us enough to redeem us through His Son.
            
         
 
         
         Grace is that simple. Grace is that complicated.
 
         
         Grace has enormous consequences for our faith, our lives, and our world. What changes when you embrace grace? Everything.
            You begin to love God instead of fearing God. You begin to trust Christ in your life and in the lives of others instead of
            judging everyone (especially yourself) by impossible standards. With grace comes the freedom to fall short. You can deepen
            your relationship with God even when you fail—especially when you fail. With grace comes the inspiration to start living out
            the crazy, impossible teachings of Christ: to love God above all else; to love your neighbor as yourself; to love even your
            enemies.
         
 
         
         The power of this idea to transform our lives is why I call grace “revolutionary.” It’s a revolution in three parts: first,
            a revolution in our understanding of God and religion; second, a revolution in our understanding of ourselves as God’s children;
            and finally, through grace, a revolution of our relationship with other people and, ultimately, the world as a whole.
         
 
         
         The turning point in my understanding of grace came when a friend convinced me to spend time with the writings of the apostle
            Paul, especially his Letter to the Galatians. Galatians is now my favorite book in the Bible (and not just because it’s one
            of the shortest, although as someone who is severely dyslexic I appreciate that too). If it hadn’t been for Paul’s message
            of grace, I would have drunk myself into the ground before my thirtieth birthday. For years leading up to that point, it had
            been Jay Bakker vs. Jack Daniel’s in a no-holds-barred old-fashioned bar fight. Jack was kicking my ass before grace stepped
            in to stop the fight.
         
 
         
         Part of what appeals to me about Paul’s letters is that they were written at a time closer to Christ’s earthly life than any
            other books of the Bible. Biblical scholars tell us that Paul’s letters were written roughly twenty years after Jesus died—a
            full twenty to twenty-five years before even the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John that record Christ’s life and words.
            I also like that Paul himself was something of an outsider to the religious establishment of his time. He was the original
            “grace revolutionary.”
         
 
         
         Today we think of him as Saint Paul, the most prolific writer and the deepest thinker of the New Testament. But he wasn’t
            one of the original twelve apostles, and because of his uncompromising commitment to grace, the founders of the church were
            always a bit suspicious of him. If Peter was “the Rock” on which the church was founded, Paul was the rock in the shoe of
            the early church; thank God his writings are still here to remind and aggravate us every step of the way on our journey.
         
 
         
         I often hear Christians complain about how unpopular the church is today. They struggle to find or define Christ’s relevance
            amid the vogue of atheism, New Age–ism, and à la carte religious practice. The numbers bear out their fears: according to
            the 2008 American Religious Identification Survey, the number of Americans who claim no religious affiliation whatsoever has
            almost doubled since 1990, from 8 to 15 percent.1
            
         
 
         
         I believe grace is the answer. It has much to offer a society that has been turned off by Christianity. It can heal the wounds
            of people who have been battered and scarred by their run-ins with the church. It healed mine.
         
 
         
         For non-Christians—people of other faiths or no faith at all—grace offers a message of tolerance and understanding. It shows
            a Christianity that is richer and gentler than the distorted parody presented by hellfire preachers and the politicized faith
            of the religious Right. Grace goes beyond mere tolerance: it calls us to think of ourselves as all belonging to one body,
            the body of Christ.
         
 
         
         Paradoxically, devout Christians may find it hardest to accept grace because it flies in the face of so much of what we may
            have learned in church. It contradicts much of what passes for “Christianity” in popular culture today. (In the wrong hands,
            even grace gets twisted into a negative concept: proof of human worthlessness and a gift given only to the “elect.”) For the
            faithful, I hope this book will deepen your understanding as well as your faith, and help open your eyes to the profoundly
            loving relationships that are available with God and your fellow man.
         
 
         
         This book is about fulfilling that revolutionary potential. It’s about helping us to live gracefully. To live grace. Fully.
 
         
         Grace is our destination. Paul is our guide. Galatians is the tattered road map we’ll occasionally pull from the glove box
            for reference. Let the journey begin.
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter 1
 
            
            Free-Fallin’
 
            
            
               
               We are punished by our sins, not for them.
 
               
               —Elbert Hubbard

               
            

            
         
 
         
         You know you’ve reached a new level of fame in American culture (or infamy) when there’s a casting call to play you in a movie.
            
         
 
         
         In my case, it was a second-rate made-for-TV movie called Fall from Grace, starring Kevin Spacey as my dad and Bernadette Peters—face painted like the side of a barn—as my mom. Somewhere in Hollywood
            a bunch of chubby white kids lined up, hoping to get their big break playing the part of little Jamie Charles Bakker, son
            of disgraced televangelists Jim and Tammy Faye.
            
         
 
         
         What those other kids might not have realized was that being the son of the picture-perfect Christian family was a role for
            me too. Twice a week I would don a child-sized suit, tame my cowlick, and brandish my jack-o’-lantern grin for an audience
            of millions on my parents’ Praise the Lord (PTL) television ministry.
         
 
         
         The network’s supporters were my extended family. All through grade school, my yearbook picture (no matter how humiliating)
            was mailed to six hundred thousand PTL faithful around the world. They knew of my birth even before my dad did. He was on
            the air preaching when the producers flashed the words “It’s a boy! It’s a boy!” across the bottom of the screen like a severe-weather
            warning. On December 18, 1975, Hurricane Jay made landfall.
         
 
         
         For those readers who don’t know my family story, or have assigned those memories to the junk pile of 1980s trivia, let me
            lay a little groundwork here. It’s not that I take pleasure in retreading this territory (believe me, I don’t). But I do think
            it’s important that you understand what I’ve lived through to learn grace.
         
 
         
         My family set the standard for televised crack-ups. Before O.J. on the interstate, before Michael Jackson dangled babies over
            balconies, before Britney went all bald and strange, there was the Jim and Tammy Faye “mascara meltdown.” But prior to being
            pariahs my parents were pop-culture pioneers. They were the first people to bring down-home, family-friendly Christian worship into America’s living rooms through
            television. They paved the way for the best-selling mega-church stars of today. For good or ill, it all started with my mom
            and dad.
            
         
 
         
         And it all started humbly enough. In 1964, my parents made their first appearance on the Christian Broadcasting Network, the
            station of future Christian television mogul Pat Robertson. They debuted with a kids’ show featuring handmade puppets: Susie
            Moppet (a Porky Pig bubble-bath cap refashioned with braids, voiced by my mom) and Allie the Alligator (a leopard-print sock with teeth, voiced by Dad) would sing Christian songs and explain God’s Word.
            
         
 
         
         One thing led to another, and by the mid-1980s my parents owned one of only four satellite TV networks in the world, along
            with a sprawling theme park and the largest TV ministry the world had ever witnessed. At its height, PTL was carried on twelve
            hundred cable systems around the globe, broadcasting into more than thirteen million homes.
         
 
         
         Dad became a global figure—a new breed of Christian businessman and a friend to presidents and movie stars. He convinced himself
            that it was all in keeping with God’s plan. He told Time magazine in 1986 that if Jesus were alive today, “he’d have to be on TV. That would be the only way he could reach the people
            he loves.”1
            
         
 
         
         Dad preached a soft version of the prosperity gospel, one that said: Do good and you’ll do well—then give some back. He didn’t run commercials on the network, so his whole ministry became a kind of on-air appeal. He was constantly raising
            money to keep PTL going—and growing. At its height, PTL had to raise $500,000 per day to keep the lights on. (Dad would later
            admit that fund-raising got in the way of his relationship with God and led to some of the decisions that would be his undoing.)
            
         
 
         
         PTL spawned a family-friendly theme park, Heritage USA, which my parents constructed across an expansive 2,300-acre campus
            in Fort Mill, South Carolina. Only Disneyland and Disney World drew bigger crowds.
         
 
         
         The main difference was that everything in our magical kingdom was Christian-themed. Dad had the childhood home of his hero
            Billy Graham relocated to the Heritage grounds. There were daily Passion plays and a “Heavenly Fudge Factory.” There was even
            a “Noah’s Toy Shop” (run by a guy actually named Noah) that sold disciple action figures and other Bible-themed toys.
         
 
         
         My personal favorite was the “Armor of God,” a child’s bodysuit and arsenal of plastic weaponry that was inspired by a quote
            from the book of Ephesians. With the “Shield of Faith” in one hand and the “Sword of the Spirit” in the other, I ran around
            Heritage USA like it was my own personal fiefdom. But even the molded-plastic “Breastplate of Righteousness” was no protection
            against what was coming next…
         
 
         
         The Crack-up
 
         
         Both the rise and the fall of PTL reinforced the idea that God metes out rewards and punishment based on behavior. For the
            longest time it seemed that God wanted us to succeed. Everything went right for the Bakkers. Until it didn’t.
         
 
         
         The cracks began to show in January 1987, when my mom accidentally overdosed. I was eleven years old. We checked her into
            the Betty Ford Center (thus beginning a proud tradition for the Bakker family), only to discover that she was addicted to
            enough over-the-counter drugs to tranquilize a gorilla. She’d been using them to cope with the stresses of business and stardom.
         
 
         
         The story was too tantalizing for the press to resist: the perky Christian poster mom was a drug addict! The media descended
            on us like something out of Revelation. Swarms of cameras surrounded the clinic. Media vans staked out our home. Photographers
            rented U-Haul trucks to use as step stools so they could take pictures over the walls and through the windows of our compound.
            The white sheets we hung in the windows to obscure their view did little to discourage them.
         
 
         
         From that moment on, we were no longer hosts of our own TV show but unwilling stars in everyone else’s. Being a Bakker was
            a prime-time media spectacle, one we couldn’t turn off.
         
 
         
         Things went from bad to worse in 1987 when the Charlotte Observer broke the news that my dad had had an affair seven years prior with a comely Christian secretary named Jessica Hahn. The
            story was everywhere: CNN, Nightline, Johnny Carson. My parents forbade my sister, Tammy Sue, and me to turn on the TV, but that didn’t stop us from catching
            Phil Hartman’s devastating imitation of my father on Saturday Night Live (which included a scolding at the hands of Dana Carvey’s “Church Lady”).
            
         
 
         
         Adding a sleazy taint to an already humiliating affair, it came out that someone from PTL had paid Hahn hundreds of thousands
            of dollars in hush money to keep the secret all those years. If God had favored us before, He now had clearly changed His
            mind.
         
 
         
         In an attempt to save PTL, my father turned the network over temporarily (or so he thought) to Jerry Falwell. Falwell had
            advance knowledge that the Hahn story was going to break and promised to look after things while my father rode out the storm.
            The man he chose to shepherd his empire turned out to be a wolf. Falwell immediately began denouncing my parents from their
            own pulpit. Others joined in on the chorus. “Jim Bakker is a cancer in the body of Christ,” proclaimed Jimmy Swaggart to Larry
            King on CNN.2 Pat Robertson, who had helped launch my parents’ career, would also play a part in its undoing. They got their just deserts,
            he pronounced.
            
         
 
         
         Falwell accused Dad of everything he could think of: not just thievery and having “an unrepentant heart,” but of homosexuality
            too. As you can imagine, that last charge was especially damning in evangelical circles. We lost the TV network, Heritage
            USA, and our home (which was owned in the name of PTL). To add insult to injury, Falwell auctioned off what he considered
            our most humiliating personal items in front of the media: a mini go-kart, my parents’ bed, and the notorious “air-conditioned”
            doghouse.
         
 
         
         From the perspective of an eleven-year-old boy, the free fall was dizzying. One minute I was the scion of a famous family.
            The next I was a social leper with the most notorious last name in Christendom (besides Iscariot). I was so radioactive that
            my friends were literally forbidden to play with me.
         
 
         
         Unfortunately, my faith was cold comfort in those days. My parents weren’t fire-and-brimstone types, not by any means. (They
            signed off every episode of their show with the catchphrase “God loves you. He really, really does.”) But they did subscribe
            to the standard-issue Southern evangelical beliefs of the day. Heaven and hell were the carrot and the stick of our faith.
            It was turn or burn, baby. Either you followed the rules or you went straight to H-E-double-hockey-sticks.
            
         
 
         
         I didn’t have grace to lean on then. I didn’t know where these rules came from, or what to do with them. Despite spending
            my whole life in church, I had hardly opened a Bible. I hadn’t read Christ’s words highlighted in red, let alone Paul’s letters
            to the Romans or Galatians—books that might have given me some comfort and perspective on grace.
         
 
         
         My family crises were compounded by my problems with classwork in junior high. I had severe dyslexia, a condition that would
            go undiagnosed until seven years later, long after I’d dropped out of school. It made learning virtually impossible for me.
            And when I couldn’t keep up, I gave up and did what any frustrated son of fallen televangelists would do…I rebelled.
         
 
         
         In cigarettes and wine coolers I finally found something at which I could excel. I was only twelve years old, but they were
            easy enough to come by. When I started partying, I told myself, I’ll just have wine coolers. It’s cool. Jesus had wine. But I always feared there was more to it. You see, the way I was brought up, sipping a wine cooler wasn’t just a youthful
            indiscretion—I was sipping strawberry-flavored hellfire!
            
         
 
         
         It seemed there was always someone around to remind me of the flames nipping at my heels. On one occasion, I was at an outdoor
            party in high school when a girl I went to Christian summer camp with drove by and saw me holding a bottle. She pulled over
            the truck she was driving, rolled down the window, and yelled: “I knew you wouldn’t last!” It was straight out of the movie
            Saved! Today I have some appreciation for the complicated mix of guilt and anguish that drives someone to lash out as she did, but
            back then it was just a punch in the gut.
            
         
 
         
         It’s not that I didn’t try to get right with God. I just didn’t know where to start. Throughout my teenage years I got saved
            what seemed like every other week. I’d come down to the altar call with the rest of the guilt-stricken and confused junior
            high kids, bow my head, close my eyes, and shazam!—wait for God to transform me.
            
         
 
         
         It never lasted, of course. Not for very long, anyway. Before I knew it, I’d do/think/feel something sinful and start looking
            for the next opportunity to bleach my soul clean. Instead of bringing me back into the fold, my guilt—reinforced by the judgment
            of those around me—drove me further from the church.
         
 
         
         If a lousy Bartles & Jaymes wine cooler was all it took to separate me from God, then I was gonna accept my one-way ticket
            to hell…Reserve me a seat in the bar car!
            
         
 
         
         I now realize that this was the classic dynamic of religious law at work. It wasn’t the Ten Commandments per se, but it was
            a set of religious rules nonetheless: do’s and don’ts that would decide whether God’s love and Christ’s sacrifice applied to me. (Or so I thought at the time.)
            
         
 
         
         Hitting Bottom
 
         
         If my struggles with school and faith weren’t complicated enough, there was still more Bakker family fun to be had. In December
            1988, almost two years after the outing of my dad’s affair, a long-running federal investigation into the finances of Heritage
            USA went public. The accusation came down to overbooking: PTL had sold more lifetime memberships to Heritage USA—complete
            with the promise of three nights’ lodging—than it could possibly accommodate at once. Dad was indicted on twenty-four counts
            of fraud and conspiracy.
         
 
         
         The trial began with a bang in August 1989. Three days into it, my dad had a Xanax-fueled emotional breakdown in front of
            the press. Dad was paraded, sobbing and shackled, through a gauntlet of TV cameras to the mental ward. It may have been great
            television, but it was torture for me to watch.
         
 
         
         United States vs. James O. Bakker was about more than one organization’s sloppy accounting or one man’s malfeasance (though there was plenty of both to go
            around). The whole era of televangelism was on trial, and my dad was already guilty in the highest court in the land: the
            court of public opinion. The judge (nicknamed “Maximum Bob” for his draconian sentencing) made it official when he sentenced
            my dad to forty-five years in prison. He would ultimately serve five, but it was long enough for my parents’ marriage to unravel.
            
         
 
         
         The very night of my dad’s sentencing marked the beginning (or radical acceleration, anyway) of my own downward spiral. I
            was thirteen years old when some older kids decided to take pity on me and take me out partying. I never looked back. Wine
            coolers quickly gave way to stiffer stuff: vodka and Gatorade (bad combination), pot smoking, even gas huffing. By the time
            I dropped out of school in tenth grade I was punching above my weight (using acid, psychedelic mushrooms—whatever I could
            get my hands on). It went on like this for years.
         
 
         
         Separation from my dad was my excuse for drinking, but his release from prison five years later wasn’t reason enough to quit.
            If anything, his being out made things harder as we tried to navigate new dimensions of our father-son relationship. A lot
            had changed in five years. When he went in, I was little Jamie Charles: thirteen, chunky, and scared to death of losing my
            dad. When he came out, I was Jay. Just Jay, thank you very much: eighteen, pierced, and a raging alcoholic. Needless to say,
            things didn’t go smoothly between us.
         
 
         
         Dad did what he could to steer me back toward Christianity. When all else failed, he shipped me off to Arizona to a young
            ministers training camp called Master’s Commission. As advertised, it was all about control. They had been forewarned about
            what a hellion I was, so the counselors (all in their mid-twenties) mapped out roles for dealing with me: One person would
            be good cop; another the bad cop; a third the flirtatious fellow rebel. It was like a bad John Hughes movie, and I saw right
            through it.
         
 
         
         I did meet two kindred spirits in the place, however, and we decided to break out together. Mike Wall was a tall, charismatic
            hard-core-punk kid; Kelli Miller, Mike’s partner in crime, was a free-spirited hippie throwback. They had the idea of starting
            a ministry that would cater to skater and punk kids in a language and style they could understand. With me as the requisite
            skater brat, we had our outcast bases covered.
         
 
         
         For a while, it worked like a dream. We bailed on Master’s Commission and started putting on punk shows under the name Revolution
            Ministries, using great local Phoenix hard-core bands to attract a crowd. We took no small amount of pride in the fact that
            our preaching was the wildest part of the night. We had all sorts of antics: Mike would smash TVs with a sledgehammer; I’d
            pretend to puke onstage. We got ourselves banned by some local youth groups, which did wonders for our street cred.
         
 
         
         I was in so much personal pain that I had no trouble relating to the suffering of the troubled teens our ministry attracted.
            Unfortunately, I wasn’t ready to change. Not yet. I kept slipping back into old behaviors. I resumed partying with a vengeance
            and left Revolution behind. My “weekend benders” soon stretched from Wednesdays to Mondays. I began blacking out every time
            I drank.
         
 
         
         If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that God was through with me: I had even failed at the burnout-and-misfit church!
            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter 2
 
            
            The Rising
 
            
            
               
               Man is born broken. He lives by mending. The grace of God is glue.
 
               
               —Eugene O’Neill, American playwright

               
            

            
         
 
         
         My personal grace revolution didn’t come in a blinding flash as it did for Paul. It was more gradual: a grace evolution. And it started only once I had bottomed out completely.
            
         
 
         
         As strange as it sounds, I now look back on these events as growing pains of sorts. The end of innocence was the beginning
            of hard-won wisdom. Though the path would be twisted and difficult, these events set me on the road to discovering grace.
         
 
         
         When I moved to Atlanta in 1995 to live with my friend Donnie Earl Paulk (D.E. for short), I was still running from my problems,
            still drinking like a fish. This was the second time I had landed on D.E.’s doorstep. A few years before, when my dad was
            transferred from a prison in Minnesota to one in Jesup, Georgia, the Paulk family let me move in with them so that I could
            visit my dad on weekends.
         
 
         
         D.E. came from a clan of preachers too. His dad and uncle were both ministers at a big church called the Cathedral of the
            Holy Spirit (where we would have my mother’s funeral service). Part of his father’s claim to fame was that he was one of the
            few white pastors to march with Martin Luther King Jr. in the 1960s. But by the time I arrived to live with them, they were
            entangled in their own local scandal. They had media camped outside their house. It felt just like home!
         
 
         
         Despite the unwanted attention, the Paulk house was a refuge for me, a port in the storm. D.E. had become my surrogate big
            brother. With him it was different. He didn’t condemn me when I screwed up or command me to quit drinking. He didn’t try to
            change me. He certainly didn’t invoke God’s name to try to scare me straight like so many Christians had before. He just made
            sure I didn’t hurt myself.
         
 
         
         When I went out to bars, D.E. would sip a seltzer and sit with me. When I blacked out, he made sure I got home safe. When
            I showed up to the house at sunrise too drunk to fit the keys into the lock, he would let me in without comment or complaint.
            It was like having my own personal guardian angel.
         
 
         
         D.E.’s constant companionship gave us plenty of time to talk, and faith (or the lack thereof ) was a frequent topic of conversation—and
            confrontation. We agreed on very little at first. D.E. would describe these beautiful things about God’s unwavering love.
            How it wasn’t up to us to succeed or fail in earning God’s grace. That Christ accomplished our salvation on the cross.
         
 
         
         I thought he was full of it and told him so: “Whatever helps you sleep at night, buddy,” I said.
 
         
         What was I supposed to think? The Christianity D.E. described bore little resemblance to the church I grew up around. What
            about all those rules I was breaking? What about sin and hell? What about all those strawberry-flavored Bartles & Jaymes wine
            coolers I drank as a teenager? You think God doesn’t care about that?!
            
         
 
         
         Our conversations went something like this:
 
         
         “God hates me. I’m a mistake,” I would start out.
 
         
         “Jay, you’re full of it,” D.E. would answer. “You’re trying to earn your salvation instead of recognizing that Christ did
            it for you when He sacrificed Himself on the cross. God doesn’t care if you drink. God loves you right where you are.”
         
 
         
         Rinse and repeat.
 
         
         I wasn’t buying it. Grace sounded like a cop-out to me, an excuse to sin. I didn’t realize that I had a living, breathing
            example of grace in practice right in front of me in the form of D.E.’s patient friendship. Finally, after months of this,
            I ran out of retorts and decided to play my trump card: “All right, prove it,” I said, thinking I was calling his bluff. “Show
            me in the Bible.”
         
 
         
         That’s when D.E. convinced me to start reading the letters of Paul: especially Galatians, Ephesians, and Romans. What I found
            was so compelling that it inspired a period of intensive study in religious law—the rules and regulations that, back in Jesus’
            time, one was supposed to follow to earn God’s favor and escape His wrath. I researched where those rules and regulations
            came from and what they mean for us today. As I came to understand their historical and biblical origins, I began to realize
            that the Kool-Aid I drank in church and youth groups was spiked, that it blinded me to grace. I began to recognize how these
            old rules get updated to frighten and intimidate each generation anew, how they continue to drive many of us to feel we’ve
            failed completely and turn away from the church, and even God.
         
 
         
         You might say the scales fell from my eyes. Who knew that grace was right there in black and white, that the Bible actually
            held the answer to my doubts about Christianity. As it turned out, the best defense against all those Bible-thumpers who were
            driving people like me away from the church was right there in Paul’s letters (in the Bible!) all along.
         
 
         
         Over time, many of the Scriptures that I’d been blind to came to vivid life:
 
         
         
            
            We all can be saved…no matter who we are or what we have done. For all have sinned; all fall short of God’s glorious standard.
               Yet now God in his gracious kindness declares us not guilty. He has done this through Christ Jesus, who has freed us by taking
               away our sins. (Romans 3:22–24)
            

            
         
 
         
         
            
            You can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none
               of us can boast about it. (Ephesians 2:8–9)
            

            
         
 
         
         
            
            Christ has accomplished the whole purpose of the law. All who believe in him are made right with God. (Romans 10:4)

            
         
 
         
         Paul’s message wasn’t about guilt and punishment. It was about acceptance; it was about forgiveness; and it applied to me!
            What I felt instinctively about God—that He must be loving and understanding of human frailty—was right after all. Where had
            Paul been all my life?
         
 
         
         Grace Fiend
 
         
         I became a grace convert. A grace fiend, even. I couldn’t get enough of the stuff. I pumped D.E. for knowledge every chance
            I got. I’d pepper him up with questions into the wee hours of the night, until he fell asleep midsentence.
         
 
         
         One night, still on a grace high, I called my dad and woke him up.
 
         
         “Dad, God really loves us!” I said excitedly.
 
         
         “I know, son,” he answered, “but sometimes I have trouble believing it.”
 
         
         They say a sober man’s thoughts are a drunken man’s words. There is little question what was on my mind in those days. I was
            still getting drunk, but instead of chasing girls or getting into fights, I spouted grace to anyone who would listen (and
            to many who wouldn’t). If I saw a guy with a Jesus tattoo at a bar, I’d pounce: “Hey, cool tattoo, man. You a Christian? Yeah,
            well, do you know about grace? That’s right, Jesus loves us even if we’re drunk. Isn’t that awesome? Let me get the next round…”
         
 
         
         I didn’t win any converts in those days, but I did manage to convince myself. Bit by bit, my guilt was starting to bleed away.
 
         
         This was a critical turning point in my own personal grace revolution. I could have stopped and sunk into my spiritual La-Z-Boy,
            bottle in hand, comforted by the knowledge that God loved me no matter how much Jack I drank or what other misadventures I
            got into. I could have stalled out right then and there. Fortunately, grace gave me the motivation to keep going.
         
 
         
         The first step was realizing that drinking wasn’t the answer to my misery, it was part of the problem. I began to see the
            wisdom in the Elbert Hubbard line (often paraphrased by Mike Ness, front man of my favorite band, Social Distortion): “We
            are punished by our sins, not for them.” My drinking was a self-inflected wound, friendly fire. It was hurting only me. If
            I really wanted to experience the fullness of God’s grace, I would have to give it up.
         
 
         
         I had tried to quit before, of course, but this time was different. For once, I wasn’t getting sober for a youth pastor or
            to avoid some cosmic punishment, but rather because I wanted to experience for myself a fuller relationship with God. That
            difference—doing it not because I had to but because I wanted to—was what set me free.
         
 
         
         Within six months of moving in with D.E., I began going to a certain 12-step program (even in print, we remain anonymous).
            I was twenty years old when I started, and I haven’t had a drink since.
         
 
         
         At first, I thought I would keep grace more or less to myself (apart from the occasional overenthusiastic outburst to Jesus-tattooed
            strangers, that is). I figured I would run a record store or open a tattoo parlor. Maybe I’d work subtle grace references
            into people’s tattoos, as the tattoo artist had done on the ones that now covered my arms and chest. But I wouldn’t make a
            career of it. Certainly, ministry was the last thing on my mind. I had spent my whole life trying to escape the gravitational
            pull of my parents’ church and the endless arguments with self-righteous Christians. I wasn’t about to go back.
         
 
         
         What began to draw me out into the world, and ultimately led me back to the church, was an experience I had at a homeless
            ministry in Atlanta called SafeHouse. I first went there with D.E. and his church group to serve a meal. I was still pretty
            uncomfortable being around churchgoers, so I was reluctant to go. But then I began having these really frank and amazing conversations
            with the homeless people. Some of them were just plain crazy, but many of them were people like you and me who had just hit
            a run of bad luck or made a string of bad decisions.
         
 
         
         Hearing about their lives and struggles put my own life in perspective. For years, I had been a one man pity-party. I felt
            so sorry for myself—for being a Bakker, for being dyslexic, for just being me!—that I was totally self-absorbed. I had a lifetime
            of excuses ready to unload on anybody who tried to hold me accountable for my own life and bad behavior. On too many occasions,
            I let loose that anger.
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