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Something new happened towards the middle of the
eighteenth century. A great movement arose that
coalesced around the idea and experience of being
born again. It was called the Great Awakening.

Of course, ever since Jesus’ conversation with
Nicodemus, Christians have understood the
importance of regeneration—though different
traditions have expressed it

in different ways through the

centuries.

Within reformed theology,

Calvin had much to say about
regeneration, but new pressures
were at play a couple of hundred
years later when the message of
“being born again” (i.e. changing
status and starting afresh) gained
its prominence and power. By
then, Christians were looking for
new kinds of empowerment and
the doctrine of regeneration—with its emphasis
on the wonderful work of the Holy Spirit—was an
attractive answer to that quest.

The idea of being “born again” offered hope

for a society where almost everyone thought of
themselves as Protestant, yet where churches

were in decline. It resonated with philosophical

and economic theories that stressed the worth and
agency of the individual. The spatial language of new
birth—moving from Adam to Christ or death to life—
made sense in a world where people might cross
oceans to settle in new places or change jobs to take
advantage of new opportunities.
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The eighteenth century was the era in which the
individual conversion story proved so remarkably
important to Christian spirituality. The lyrics of
“Amazing Grace” reflect that emphasis.

Yet why did evangelical Christians want to use songs
to tell their story? The early
church had written creeds to
declare its understanding of the
Lordship of Christ and the nature
of God as Holy Trinity. Later, in the
Reformation, Protestants wrote
denominational statements of
faith—often called Confessions
(such as the Heidelberg
Confession or the 39 Articles)—to
show how their church was
different theologically from other
Protestant groups.

But creeds and confessions weren’t well fitted to
promote or describe the experience of regeneration;
doctrinal exposition only goes some of the way to
capturing the joy of salvation. Instead, songs and
letters emerged as the chief media for celebrating
new birth and the personal relationship with the
Lord. While Enlightenment philosophers were
marginalizing God as a distant or non-existent
creator, evangelicals proclaimed the Lord’s proximity
in letters and songs.

John Newton (1725-1807)—a prolific letter writer
and hymn-writer—represented both of
these strategies in spades. His most
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Children in Bosnia-
Herzegovina all
know the ancient
story of the poor
woman who
caught a golden
fish, released it, and in return gained wealth and
happiness. This Balkan fairy tale turned into reality
for one poor family.

Before the start of the Bosnian war, the Malkoc
family lived next to a small lake in the northwestern
village of Jezero. One day in 1990, Smajo Malkoc
returned from a trip to Austria with an unusual gift
for his teenage sons, Dzevad and Catib: an aquarium
with two goldfish.

Two years passed and then Bosnian Serb forces
advanced on Jezero. The women and children fled;
and the men stayed back to resist the attacking
soldiers. Smajo Malkoc was killed. When his wife,
Fehima, sneaked back into the destroyed village to
bury her husband and rescue what remained of their
belongings, she took pity on the fish in the aquarium.
She let them out into the nearby lake, saying to
herself, “This way, they might be more fortunate than

”

us.

Fast forward to 1995. Fehima Malkoc returned with
her sons to Jezero. Nothing but ruins remained of
their home and their village. Through misty eyes
she looked toward the lake. Glimpsing something
strange, she walked over to the shore.

“The whole lake was shining from the thousands of

golden fish in it,” she said. “It made me immediately
think of my husband. This was something he left me
that | never hoped for.”

During the years of killing all around the lake, life
underwater had flourished. After their return, Fehima
Malkoc and her sons started caring for and selling the
goldfish.
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By 1998, homes, stores, and coffee shops all over the
region feature aquariums containing fish from Jezero.
The Malkoc house, rebuilt on its original site, is one
of the biggest in the village. Two new cars are parked
in front, and the family says it has enough money to
quit worrying about the future.

“It was a special kind of gift from our father,” Dzevad
Malkoc said.

(From the Associated Press story “Family Lives Out Golden Balkan Fairy Tale,”
San Diego Union-Tribune. June 7, 1998.)

One can never underestimate what a gift of love or
an act of kindness might produce. Jesus said, “Give
and it will be given unto you” (Luke 6:38). Whenever
you give, no matter how small and insignificant your
gift might be, God blesses it and uses it to accomplish
great things. Jesus took a young boy’s lunch and

fed a multitude. Have no doubt that he can take
whatever we offer to him and turn it into something
magnificent.

The Malkocs’ story is also a parable of God’s
relentless grace at work even in the midst of chaos
and trouble. While the war in Bosnia was raging,
life below the surface of a small lake flourished. We
can rest assured that God’s will is being done—that
his Kingdom is flourishing—even when life on

the surface is full of trouble and strife. That is the
message of the gospel—the ultimate fairy tale that
comes true.

God’s relentless grace is truly Amazing. Join us as we
continue our “Amazing Grace” series.

Pastor Greg
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famous composition, “Amazing Grace” —which

was 250 years old in 2022—stands as an enduring
landmark of the Great Awakening and a magnificent
gift to the church universal.

Newton was pastoring in Olney in Buckinghamshire
at the time he wrote “Amazing Grace”, and first
used its text in a talk on January 1t 1773—perhaps
reading it out loud as part of his reflections to the
congregation.

On one level, the story told by the song is Newton’s
own: press-ganged into the navy at an early age and
subsequently sold into the slave trade to captain its
ships, Newton was amazed to become a Christian

in 1748 after a storm at sea. In the hymn, that
amazement finds expression, not only in the title,
but in the fact that “amazing” is the only word longer
than one syllable in the first stanza.

“Amazing Grace” is not a theological hymn. Newton
isn’t trying to tell the story of the creation, nor the
story of the church, nor even the
story of Christ (the original version
doesn’t even mention him). Rather,
it is the story of the regenerate life.
Even the last line: “We’ve no less
days to sing God'’s praise than when
we first begun,” talks about new
birth and Christian beginnings!

But the song is not about Newton
alone. As with many psalmes, it is
worded in such a way that every
reader will find emotional links. In
the second stanza, we sing about
our fears, their origin and their
relief, which is a universal reality.
In the third, we sing about the
journey of life, having escaped
many “dangers, toils and snares”; headed for the safe
harbor of our home above.

This last reference relates to Newton’s life at sea, but
everyone can relate to danger and rescue.

In the next stanza, Newton almost directly quotes
from the psalms; declaring that the Lord “will my
shield and portion be” —not ours, note, but mine.
Nothing takes the focus away from my walk with the
Lord, even though the experiences described are not
strictly mine alone.

Newton thus uses everyday words to achieve a
modest goal: to help his parishioners own their
intimacy with the Lord. In the introduction to the
Olney Hymns, he explained that his hymns were
“designed for public worship and for the use of plain
people.” No wonder this hymn has survived and is
still one of the most sung hymns in the world today.
Some have estimated that it is sung around ten
million times annually.

Yet Newton’s songs were not intended as stand-alone
poems. They were written to reinforce the message
of a Bible reading and the sermon he was to preach
from it. As a good pastor, Newton understood that
his job in church or in a prayer meeting was to

lead and to feed. as an under-shepherd should. His
text that New Year’s Day in 1773
was from 1 Chronicles 17:16-17,
recounting David’s amazement that
his descendants would be set on
the throne of Israel—despite his
unworthiness of such honour.

Newton wasn’t worthy of the Lord’s
grace either. Like Paul, in his own
estimation, he was “the chief of
sinners.” Like David, his leadership
among God'’s people had been
unexpected. Other Scriptural
allusions in “Amazing Grace” speak
of being sick, blind and lost—all of
which reinforce the sense of sinful
frailty.

“Amazing Grace” offers many insights into the origins
of the evangelical movement. Evangelicals started
out (and remain committed to) singing, combining
feeling and thinking, bodies and souls,

and the place of the individual within the

group. We love to retell the message of
continues on page 4
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AmaZI.ngGraceandtheEvangdeear the Christian walk—not just at the end—has been an
continued from page 3

evangelical distinctive, which is nurtured in our public
praise. And with Newton’s craftsmanship in writing
hymns, it is no surprise that “Amazing Grace” still has
power to inspire. A lesson for song-writers today!

the Scriptures with the freshness of our own

voices and vocabulary. We want others to share an
experience of the Lord that has meant so much for
us, so we capture in song something of our own
priorities and prayers. Assurance at the beginning of
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