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Introduction

A Future Tense Apologetics

These essays cover a lot of ground. They address a broad cross-
section of topics in Mormon theology. But, despite their range, they 
clearly overlap not just in terms of their content—a handful of themes 
kaleidoscopically recur—but in their mode of address. These essays 
share a kind of para-academic tone that, while frequently borrowing 
from my professional work as a scholar and philosopher, repurposes 
that work for not quite scholarly ends. While substantially academic, 
the essays also tend to be both frankly personal and unapologetically 
faithful. They occupy, as a result, a curious middle ground. Not quite 
academic, they’re not exactly meant for a popular audience either.

Who, then, is their audience? These essays are, I think, aimed at 
the future. They are aimed at my grandchildren. They practice what I 
would describe as a form of future tense apologetics. They mean to de-
fend Mormonism, but not against the specifics of any past or present 
challenges to that faith. Rather than reacting to present tense criticisms, 
I see these essays as an attempt to proactively gather for future Mor-
mons tools and resources that may be useful to them as they try, in the 
context of their world, to work out their own salvation.

I have three children, a girl and two boys. Our worlds overlap but, 
already, these worlds are not the same. Their worlds, the worlds that 
they will grow to fill, are already taking leave of mine. Their futures are 
already wedged into our present. This is both heartening and frighten-
ing. So much of our world deserves to be left. So much of it deserves 
to be scrapped and recycled. But, too, this scares me. I worry that a lot 
of what has mattered most to me in this world—Mormonism in par-
ticular—may be largely unintelligible to them in theirs. This problem 
isn’t new, but it is perpetually urgent. Every generation must start again. 
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Every generation must work out their own salvation. Every generation 
must live its own lives and think its own thoughts and receive its own 
revelations. And, if Mormonism continues to matter, it will be because 
they, rather than leaving, were willing to be Mormon all over again. 
Like our grandparents, like our parents, and like us, they will have to 
rethink the whole tradition, from top to bottom, right from the begin-
ning, and make it their own in order to embody Christ anew in this 
passing world. To the degree that we can help, our job is to model that 
work in love and then o�er them the tools, the raw materials, and the 
room to do it themselves.

�ese essays are a modest contribution in this vein, a future tense 
apologetics meant for future Mormons. �ey model, I hope, a thought-
ful and creative engagement with Mormon ideas while sketching, with-
out obligation, possible directions for future thinking.



Chapter 1

A General �eory of Grace

We are, of course, saved by grace. “Trusting in the word of Christ 
with unshaken faith,” we must rely “wholly upon the merits of him who 
is mighty to save” (2 Ne. 31:19). Or, as Moroni concludes, “if ye by the 
grace of God are perfect in Christ, and deny not his power, then are ye 
sancti�ed in Christ by the grace of God, through the shedding of the 
blood of Christ, which is the covenant of the Father unto the remission 
of your sins, that ye become holy, without spot” (Moro. 10:33).

In what follows, I will sketch a general theory of grace. As op-
posed to a special or limited theory, this general theory will treat grace 
not only in relation to atonement but, more broadly, in relation to the 
creation and the fall. Most debates about the role and reach of grace 
frame the argument in terms of sin and consider grace only in relation 
to atonement. But treating grace too narrowly distorts our understand-
ing of grace, works, sin, and law. In a general theory of grace, grace 
names both a basic feature of reality and the de�ning characteristic of 
all God’s work.

1. �e �ree Pillars of Eternity

In a 1981 Brigham Young University devotional, Bruce R. Mc-
Conkie delivered an address entitled, “�e �ree Pillars of Eternity.”1

�ese three pillars, he claims, ought to structure our understanding of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, and each of the pillars must be understood 
in relation to the others. “�e three pillars of eternity, the three events, 
preeminent and transcendent above all others, are the creation, the fall, 

1. Bruce R. McConkie, “�e �ree Pillars of Eternity,” BYU Speeches, Feb. 17, 1918, 
available at https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/bruce-r-mcconkie_three-pillars-eternity/.
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and the atonement. �ese three are the foundations upon which all 
things rest. Without any one of them all things would lose their pur-
pose and meaning, and the plans and designs of Deity would come 
to naught.”2 More, “as the atonement grows out of the fall, so the fall 
grows out of the creation.”3 I believe that the same pattern applies when 
it comes to understanding grace. Grace as it is operative in the atone-
ment can only be understood if one �rst understands its role in the fall, 
and grace as it is operative in the fall can only be understood if one �rst 
understands its expression in the creation.

We should begin, then, with creation. In the beginning there was 
grace. God’s creative work is the most fundamental expression of his 
grace, of his willingness to freely give what cannot be earned or de-
served. Furthermore, grace, rather than simply naming the what of cre-
ation, primarily names its how. Always and freely acting out of love, all 
of God’s actions are acts of grace.

Grace is original. Grace is what comes �rst, and it is sin that then 
comes in response. Or, creation is what comes �rst, and it is the fall 
that then comes in response. Sin, at root, is a rejection of what God, by 
way of creation, has given as a grace. In Romans 1, Paul frames sin as 
a rejection of God’s grace as that grace is plainly manifest in the glory 
of creation:

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth. 
For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God 
has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal 
power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been under-
stood and seen through the things he has made. So they are without 
excuse; for though they knew God, they did not honour him as God 
or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and 
their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they be-
came fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 
images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed ani-
mals or reptiles. (Rom. 1:18–23)4

2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. All biblical citations in this essay refer to the New Revised Standard Version 

(NRSV) of the text.
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God’s wrath, Paul says, is revealed against sinners. Sinners are “those 
who by their wickedness suppress the truth” (v. 18). What truth have 
sinners been “suppressing”? They have been suppressing the obvious 
truths about God’s nature that, without any need for supernatural 
epiphanies, are already displayed in his work of creation. God’s glory 
and grace shine in his willingness to freely give the whole of creation 
both to itself and to us. 

However, rather than receiving this gift on its own terms, we balk. 
We flinch at its cost. We try to suppress it. We work to suppress God’s 
glory by exchanging that grace for gods fashioned in our image. This 
is sin: sin is our active suppression of God’s already given grace, as that 
grace is clearly (and even now) available in his ongoing work of cre-
ation. Or, in other words, we can’t understand the fall without under-
standing creation because the fall is a sinful suppression of the grace 
offered through and displayed in creation.

Note, especially, how this approach reorders the relation of sin and 
grace. Rather than understanding God’s grace as a secondary, mitigat-
ing response to our original sinfulness, our derivative sinfulness must 
now be understood as a failed response to God’s original grace. Typi-
cally, debates about grace revolve around deciding the degree to which 
grace intervenes in response to sin, and, then, opinions differ about the 
proper ratio of grace to works. Some argue that salvation depends en-
tirely on grace, some argue that salvation depends on some balance of 
grace and works, and some argue that salvation depends entirely on 
works. I would argue that, framed in this way, we’ve missed both the 
nature of sin and grace. Grace is primal and sin is a suppression of what 
has already been given. We don’t have to work our way into grace; we 
have to stop working so hard to pretend we aren’t already in it.

2. The Terror of Grace

Why would we suppress God’s grace? Because it scares us. What 
God gives is beyond our control, much of it is difficult to receive, and a 
lot of it fails to line up with what we thought we wanted. More, because 
we’re incapable of receiving, all at once, everything that God wants to 
give, God can only give a few things at a time. And because God can 
only give a few things at a time, all of God’s giving also arrives as the 
passing away of what was previously given. That is, all of God’s giving 
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arrives as a kind of taking. Every new grace arrives as the loss of some 
part of the grace that preceded it. Given the brevity of our attention 
and the narrowness of our affections, God can continue to give only 
by continuing to take. Thus, every grace feels, upon arrival, like both an 
imposition and a loss. And, thus, we shrink from emptying the cup of 
God’s grace.

Moses discovers this when God reveals to him the often sup-
pressed truth about creation: the flipside of God’s grace is our own 
nothingness. It’s no wonder, then, that we duck and run. 

And now, behold, this one thing I show unto thee, Moses, my son, 
for thou art in the world, and now I show it unto thee. And it came 
to pass that Moses looked, and beheld the world upon which he was 
created; and Moses beheld the world and the ends thereof, and all the 
children of men which are, and which were created; of the same he 
greatly marveled and wondered. And the presence of God withdrew 
from Moses, that his glory was not upon Moses; and Moses was left 
unto himself. And as he was left unto himself, he fell unto the earth. 
And it came to pass that it was for the space of many hours before 
Moses did again receive his natural strength like unto man; and he 
said unto himself: Now, for this cause I know that man is nothing, 
which thing I never had supposed. (Moses 1:7–10)

We are reluctant to be the sons and daughters of God—“For behold,” 
God tells Moses, “thou art in the similitude of mine Only Begotten; 
and mine Only Begotten is and shall be the Savior, for he is full of grace 
and truth” (Moses 1:6; emphasis mine)—because this revelation comes 
paired with the revelation of our own nothingness. It comes paired with 
a display of our own lack of control over the graces that have, do, and 
will come. This lack of control is both frustrating and frightening. So 
we suppress it. We set ourselves up, both personally and collectively, as 
lords of the earth and judges of what graces we will and won’t receive. 
We cast ourselves as gods, as idols fashioned in the image of God, and 
the integrity of this idolatry depends on the strength of the illusions we 
can generate to either suppress the truth or distract ourselves from it.

But, in the end, there is nowhere to hide from God’s grace. It 
gives itself relentlessly. It gives itself in life and it gives itself in death. 
It gives itself in what we want and in what we do not want. And the 
more we think we can earn and, thus, control, what is given, the more 
futile our idolatrous schemes will show themselves to be. King Benja-
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min, outlining this dynamic, describes faith as our willingness to trust, 
rather than dodge, the gift of our own nothingness:

I say unto you, my brethren, that if you should render all the thanks 
and praise which your whole soul has power to possess, to that God 
who has created you, and has kept and preserved you, and has caused 
that ye should rejoice, and has granted that ye should live in peace 
one with another—I say unto you that if ye should serve him who 
has created you from the beginning, and is preserving you from day 
to day, by lending you breath, that ye may live and move and do ac-
cording to your own will, and even supporting you from one moment 
to another—I say, if ye should serve him with all your whole souls yet 
ye would be unprofitable servants. And behold, all that he requires of 
you is to keep his commandments; and he has promised you that if ye 
would keep his commandments ye should prosper in the land; and he 
never doth vary from that which he hath said; therefore, if ye do keep 
his commandments he doth bless you and prosper you. And now, in 
the first place, he hath created you, and granted unto you your lives, for 
which ye are indebted unto him. And secondly, he doth require that 
ye should do as he hath commanded you; for which if ye do, he doth 
immediately bless you; and therefore he hath paid you. And ye are still 
indebted unto him, and are, and will be, forever and ever; therefore, of 
what have ye to boast? And now I ask, can ye say aught of yourselves? 
I answer you, Nay. Ye cannot say that ye are even as much as the dust 
of the earth; yet ye were created of the dust of the earth; but behold, it 
belongeth to him who created you. (Mosiah 2:20–25)

In the face of God’s insistent grace, we can say aught of ourselves. We are 
less than the dust of the earth. And even this dust—even the dust that 
composes us—is given only as a temporary grace. We borrow earth to live 
and air to breathe and, in the end, we will have to return them both. Sin, 
though, reads these gifts as debts and, fearfully, tries to avoid them. 

Potential strategies for avoiding grace span the whole of human 
behavior, but we should note, in particular, one surprising approach to 
sin: strict obedience. One strategy for suppressing the truth and avoid-
ing God’s grace is to put God in your debt. Here, the more obedient I 
become, the less I figure I’ll be indebted to God, the less grace I’ll need, 
and the more in control I’ll become. Obedience, as a strategy for avoid-
ing God’s grace, is, of course, highly ironic. But religion, though it is 
meant to reconcile us to God’s grace, always casts this distorted shadow. 
It always bears this alternate possibility for abuse. Religion, practiced as 
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a way of indebting God to us—as a way of canceling God’s grace and 
our own indebtedness—can be a powerful means of suppressing the 
truth. Religion may be, in some respects, sin’s most successful strategy.

3. A Broken Law

As King Benjamin points out, obedience cannot save us from 
grace because obedience blesses us, and thus, exposes us more and more 
profoundly to grace. Our lives are a gift, the law is itself a gift, and ful-
filling the law brings more gifts. None of it can be earned and none of 
it can be repaid. Obedience cannot balance the books. And, moreover, 
to the extent that we use obedience as a strategy for suppressing our 
dependence on God’s grace, obedience itself becomes—ironically—a 
hallmark of our sinfulness.

Obedience depends on law. And to understand the role of the law 
in atonement we must understand that the law is meant to be an ex-
pression of and a vehicle for grace. Only grace can fulfill the law. We 
fulfill the law when we receive what is given as the grace that it is and, 
then, when we respond with grace in turn. In other words, the end of 
the law is love and only love can fulfill the law. Asked about which law 
is the greatest, Jesus replied: “‘You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the 
greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the 
law and the prophets” (Matt. 22:37–40). 

The point of the law is love. And while obedience is generally bet-
ter than disobedience, obedience in itself cannot fulfill the law. Only 
love can fulfill the law. However, love is a curious end for a law. Nor-
mally, the point of a law is to compel obedience, not love. As a result, 
making love the point of the law introduces a kind of knot—a kind of 
torsion or structural catch-22—into the heart of the law itself because 
love, if compelled, is no longer love. Love that is not freely given is not 
love. Love, as the end of the law, divides the law against itself. Love 
hamstrings the law in relation to its own assigned end because the law, 
working to compel obedience, cannot, in this instance, be fulfilled by 
way of obedience. It can, instead, only be fulfilled by a love that the law 
cannot—and must not—compel. The law must compromise its own 
integrity in order to achieve its assigned end. The law, compromised in 
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this way, is broken. Not only is the law broken by our individual acts of 
disobedience but the law is, in general, broken by the grace that fulfills 
it. The law is too small, too weak a vessel to contain it.

This is a strange state of affairs. And it is this strange twist at the 
heart of the law that leaves the law open for abuse. It’s this twist that 
leaves the law open to being hijacked by sin and repurposed as a tool for 
suppressing rather than enlivening grace. Obedience to the law, valo-
rized on its own terms, becomes an obstacle to fulfilling the law’s pur-
pose in love. And the law itself, understood as what marks us as guilty 
and indebted, no longer shows up as an organ of grace. In Romans 7, 
Paul is quite clear about how this happens. Trying to untangle law from 
sin while clarifying the trouble that follows when the law itself gets 
hijacked by sin as a means for suppressing grace, Paul says:

What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if 
it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. I would not 
have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not 
covet.” But sin, seizing an opportunity in the commandment, pro-
duced in me all kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies 
dead. I was once alive apart from the law, but when the command-
ment came, sin revived and I died, and the very commandment that 
promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, seizing an oppor-
tunity in the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. 
So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good. 
Did what is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, 
working death in me through what is good, in order that sin might 
be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become 
sinful beyond measure. (Rom. 7:7–13)

Paul here describes an oblique process through which the law itself, 
good while yoked with grace as a vehicle for love, is instead hijacked by 
sin. Sin, he says, “seizes an opportunity in the commandment” to de-
ceive us and cut us off from the source of life (v. 8). The law is supposed 
to connect us to love and grace, it is supposed to be holy and good. But 
sin repurposes the law—even obedience to the law—as a way of frus-
trating love. Sin, Paul says, is the thing “working death in me through 
what is good” (v. 13; emphasis mine).
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4. Ful�lling the Law

We �nd ourselves, then, in a bind. Not only are we incapable of 
perfect obedience but perfect obedience, were it possible, still could 
not ful�ll the law. �e law cannot be ful�lled by way of obedience. It 
can only be ful�lled by a love that, unlike obedience, must be freely 
given and cannot be commanded or compelled. As Dieter F. Uchtdorf 
puts it, it is clear that “salvation cannot be bought with the currency of 
obedience.”5 What, then, is to be done? We must love. �e law must be 
rescued from itself by way of love. And if we, ultimately, �nd ourselves 
capable of love, it will only be because God �rst loved us. “Love has 
been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day 
of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. �ere is no fear in 
love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, 
and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because 
he �rst loved us” (1 Jn. 4:17–19). Perfect love casts out all fear. And 
fear, linked here with punishment, follows from a misunderstanding of 
the law. �e law, because it punishes, is apt to provoke fear rather than 
love. But if we love, it’s not because the law commanded us to love, it 
is because God loved us �rst. And, in light of love’s revelation, even 
“punishments” can show up as gifts.

Now, God’s love for us, his grace, is manifest �rst and most fun-
damentally in the work of creation. By creating us, he gives us life and 
gives us the world. But, too, God’s grace is manifest not only in his 
work of creation but in his commitment to the work of re-creation. �at 
is, God’s grace is manifest in atonement. Atonement, properly under-
stood, is a mode of creation. Atonement is an aspect of God’s ongoing 
creative work. And God’s redemptive commitment to continually re-
creating us, to giving us a second life and a second birth, is de�nitively 
displayed in the person of Jesus Christ.

But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, 
and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no dis-
tinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they 
are now justi�ed by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that 
is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacri�ce of atone-

5. Dieter F. Uchtdorf, “�e Gift of Grace,” LDS General Conference, April 2015, 
available at https://www.lds.org/general-conference/2015/04/the-gift-of-grace.
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ment by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show his 
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over 
the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that 
he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in 
Jesus. (Rom. 3:21–26)

Paul poses Christ as the one who “discloses” God’s righteousness. Christ 
displays God’s unconditional love for us and he does this “apart from 
the law.” As these verses describe it, Christ doesn’t redeem us with his 
blood by appeasing the judicial demands of a broken law. He doesn’t 
balance a deficit in obedience by complying with the law for us. Rather, 
Christ redeems us by fulfilling the law and he fulfills the law by except-
ing himself from the law’s jurisdiction, by accomplishing the end of 
the law—love—without being compelled by the law to do so. Christ’s 
sacrifice doesn’t confirm the law’s inviolable priority. His sacrifice re-
veals exactly the opposite: that God’s love is, rather, what is “attested by 
the law” (Rom. 7:21, emphasis mine). Love doesn’t bear witness to the 
priority of the law, the law bears witness to the priority of love. The law 
is given for the sake of love—and only love, uncompelled by the law, 
can fulfill that law.

More, in this way, Christ’s sacrifice doesn’t bring into play some 
kind of supplementary grace that was previously lacking or withheld, 
that God was previously unwilling to give until an act of book-bal-
ancing obeisance had been made. Christ saves us from sin—from our 
active suppression of God’s grace—by displaying in an incomparable 
fashion the very thing we had sinfully been trying to hide by hijacking 
the law: the fact that God’s grace is already and overwhelmingly avail-
able. Displaying what we’d suppressed, Christ gives again the grace of 
creation (and re-creation) that God was already giving. Then, when we 
are willing to recognize and receive God’s sometimes terrifying grace, 
we, too, are recreated with Christ. Loved by God through Christ, we 
become capable of love.

Recreated by Christ, reborn in his image and bearing now his name 
rather than our own, we, like Christ, experience a profound shift in our 
relation to the law. We, like Christ, no longer live under the jurisdiction 
of the law. And, now, no longer compelled by the law, we, too, become 
capable of fulfilling it. As Paul puts it, with Christ we die to the law:

Do you not know, brothers and sisters—for I am speaking to those 
who know the law—that the law is binding on a person only dur-
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ing that person’s lifetime? �us a married woman is bound by the 
law to her husband as long as he lives; but if her husband dies, she is 
discharged from the law concerning the husband. Accordingly, she 
will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her 
husband is alive. But if her husband dies, she is free from that law, and 
if she marries another man, she is not an adulteress.

In the same way, my friends, you have died to the law through the 
body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has 
been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for God. 
While we were living in the §esh, our sinful passions, aroused by the 
law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. But now we 
are discharged from the law, dead to that which held us captive, so 
that we are slaves not under the old written code but in the new life 
of the Spirit. (Rom. 7:1–6)

We die to the law through the body of Christ. We are cruci�ed with 
him. Cruci�ed with him, we become nothing. And, acknowledging our 
nothingness, we become, like Moses, the sons and daughters and God. 
No longer bound by the law that held us captive, we are free, like the 
widow, to love again. And, no longer bound by the law, we are free, in 
particular, to ful�ll that law, like Christ, through love.

Given that the end of the law is love, the law can only be ful�lled 
by becoming an exception to the law. As long as we are subject to the 
law, the law cannot be ful�lled. But free from the jurisdiction of the law, 
the risk—as Paul is well aware—is antinomianism. �e risk is that we 
will confuse our license to love with a license to sin. �e risk is that, no 
longer bound by the law, we will simply leave the law unful�lled. Con-
sider the following chart:

Subject to the Law Exception to the Law
Law is Ful�lled Ø �e Christian

Law is Unful�lled �e Recognized Sinner �e Antinomian

�ere are, here, four possible positions in relation to the law. Vertically, 
we have two positions that are subject to the law and two positions 
that are exceptions to the law. Horizontally, we have two positions that 
ful�ll the law and two positions that leave the law unful�lled. �e �rst 
position, the position that ful�lls the law while being subject to the law, 
is an empty set. Not even Christ occupies this position because perfect 
compliance with the law cannot produce the kind of freely o�ered love 
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that, alone, fulfills the law. This first position is empty not just because 
we are sinners—otherwise Christ could occupy it—but because of the 
catch-22 that structures the law. The second position is the position 
of the recognized sinner. The sinner lives under the jurisdiction of the 
law while failing to fulfill the law. The hallmark of this position is guilt. 
The third position is the position of the antinomian, the libertine who, 
operating outside the jurisdiction of the law, still does not fulfill the 
law. But the fourth position is the Christian position. Like Christ, the 
Christian operates outside the jurisdiction of the law. The Christian is 
an exception to the law and their position is not defined by obedience. 
But, like Christ, the Christian is now empowered by Christ’s love to 
fulfill the law without compulsion.

Note, especially, how both the first and third positions shadow the 
Christian position with counterfeit versions of redemption. The first 
position offers the illusion of salvation from grace by way of a perfect 
obedience that would free us from dependence on God. The third po-
sition offers the illusion of salvation from the law without the trouble 
of love. But the fourth position, the Christian position, is capable of 
fulfilling the law by way of love precisely because it is an exception to 
the law. Neither counterfeit version should be allowed to impinge on 
the necessity of what they parody. Love is real, and God’s grace shines 
through the whole of creation. Exposing ourselves to this grace—trust-
ing this grace, exercising faith in what is given—the law will, as Nephi 
says, “become dead unto us” while we, still, are “made alive in Christ 
because of our faith” (2 Ne. 25:25).

5. Be Ye Perfect

What does this kind of Christian life look like? What would it 
mean to live in a way that fulfills the law without being subject to the 
law? What would it mean to live without flinching in the face of our 
own nothingness and the immensity of God’s grace?

Dying to the law and living in Christ, we begin to carry ourselves 
with a characteristic grace, we begin to receive whatever is given with 
graciousness, and the whole of creation, regardless of its troubles, limi-
tations, or transience, acquires a kind of perfection. The world becomes 
perfect in the same way that God is perfect. It becomes perfect in love.
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You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbour and 
hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father 
in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 
sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love 
those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax-
collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sis-
ters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles 
do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
(Matt. 5:43–48)

Loving the neighbor is not enough. Loving those who love us—return-
ing what is good to those who have already been good to us, fulfilling 
our legal obligations quid pro quo—is not enough. Our love must be 
practiced with a kind of disregard for the law. A perfect love is lawless in 
the way that God’s love is lawless: a perfect love loves its enemies. Like 
God’s love, this love isn’t partial or divided or intermittent. It doesn’t 
play favorites. God’s love is, rather, impartial: it is whole or complete or 
perfect (teleios). It doesn’t cease to give itself. It doesn’t circumscribe its 
field. This love is like the sun: it shines on the evil and on the good. This 
love is like the rain: it rains on the just and unjust.

This love is, as John indicates, fearless. And, because it is fear-
less, this love becomes capable of grace. It becomes capable of receiving 
what it didn’t want. It becomes capable of receiving its enemies. And, 
more, it becomes capable of returning to God what it did want and 
hoped to keep. It becomes capable of parting with its friends. No longer 
terrified by grace, this kind of love doesn’t suppress the truth. It greets 
the world with an open hand. It receives creation. It doesn’t regret the 
fact that much of what the world gives isn’t what it would have liked 
and, in particular, it doesn’t regret the fact that God can only continue 
to give more by taking back, at least in part, what he has already given. 
This kind of love can abide in grace because—beyond whatever the law 
could possibly require—it loves God and his gifts even when those gifts 
show up at the door as enemies.
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