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Courage Is Grace Under Pressure 
by The Right Rev. Samuel Rodman

When I was in college I took a public speaking course. One 
day at the beginning of class, our professor announced that 
we would each be invited to pick a printed quotation out of 

a basket. We would then have 30 seconds to prepare before delivering a 
one-minute speech on the quotation. 

When it was my turn, the slip of paper I picked was a quotation by 
Hemmingway: “Courage is grace under pressure.” I don’t remember all 
that I said that day. I do remember that the grade wasn’t very good. And 
I chased down the professor after class to ask him about it. 

He said the assignment was all about defining terms. “In this quotation, 
in order to define courage, you had to first define grace.” I countered: 
“But I began my speech with a definition of grace.” “Yes,” he agreed, “and 
what did you say about it?” I said: “Grace was the ability to appear calm 
on the surface, even when you are churning inside.” He concluded: “I 
guess I was looking for a better definition of grace.”

I am not sure if my professor was making a theological statement that 
day, but I know his words set me on a life-long journey to better under-
stand grace, and the connection between grace and courage.

The powerful story of the resurrection of Lazarus, in John’s gospel, is 
a parable of grace under pressure. But not the kind of grace that pres-
ents a calm exterior. Everyone in this story is upset, even overwrought, 
including Jesus. Deep grief has taken hold. But grace and courage are 
everywhere, as well. 

Martha goes out to meet Jesus and confront him. “If you had been here, 
my brother would not have died.” Her boldness is an expression of grace 
under pressure. Later she says to Jesus: “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are 
the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”
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This is an unprecedented affirmation of faith in John’s gospel, and it par-
allels the Confession of Peter in the synoptic accounts. Grace is present 
wherever the truth of God is being revealed. To speak our truth takes 
courage. 

Later, Mary also says to Jesus, “If you had been here, my brother would 
not have died.” The pressure is mounting. Jesus is not calm, but he is 
courageous as he opens himself to God’s grace. His tears are a sign of 
that openness. 

Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb. And then he tells the people “Unbind 
him and let him go. …”

This is God’s grace for each of us, to be set free from our fears, to find the 
courage to speak our truth, to discover that boldness is a gift.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


