SUNDAY, JANUARY 13, 1985

"TO SAY, "I'M SORRY’ IS NOT ENOUGH"

MARK 1:4-11

WE'VE ALL DRIVEN ALONG HIGHWAYS AND HAVE
SEEN SIGNS THAT SAY IN LARGE LETTERS, “REPENT.”

OR PERHAPS WE'VE BEEN HANDED RELIGIOUS PAMPHLETS
WHICH CARRY THE SAME SHORT MESSAGE. AND WE'VE

WONDERED WHAT WE WERE BEING ASKED TO DO,

IN THE SCRIPTURE READING THIS MORNING FROM
MARK'S GOSPEL, WE ARE GIVEN A BRIEF SUMMARY
OF THE MESSAGE OF JOHN THE BAPTIST, AND IT
CONTAINS THE WORD--"REPENTANCE!"” “JOHN THE
BAPTIZER APPEARED IN THE WILDERNESS PREACHING
A BAPTISM OF REPENTANCE FOR THE FORGIVENESS
OF SINS.”

A LITTLE LATER IN MARK’S GOSPEL, IT IS
REPORTED THAT JESUS PREACHED A SIMILAR
MESSAGE: “THE TIME IS FULFILLED, AND THE

KINGDOM OF GOD IS AT HAND; REPENT, AND BELIEVE
IN THE GOSPEL.,"”

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO “"REPENT” FROM A CHRISTIAN
POINT OF VIEW?

1. FIRST OF ALL, REPENTANCE AS IT IS HERE
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USED BY JOHN THE BAPTIST AND THEN BY JESUS,
MEANS MUCH MORE THAN SAYING, "I’'M SORRY FOR
THE WRONGS I’'VE COMMITTED."”

JOHN THE BAPTIST WAS ASKING PEOPLE TO TURN
THEIR LIVES AROUND; TO START OUT IN A NEW
DIRECTION; TO CHANGE THEIR WAYS SO THAT THEY
WOULD BE READY FOR GOD TO ENTER THEIR LIVES
IN A NEW AND FRESH WAY., AND JESuS CHRIST
WAS ASKING FOR THE SAME CHANGE!

TOO OFTEN, WE'VE THOUGHT OF REPENTANCE ONLY

IN TERMS OF BEING SORRY FOR OUR SINS AND
WE’'VE DEFINED SIN IN TOO NARROW A WAY.

RECENTLY I WAS TALKING WITH A COLLEAGUE,

A ROMAN CATHOLIC PRIEST, AND HE SAID TO ME,
"HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED WHAT IT IS LIKE TO

HEAR CONFESSIONS HOUR AFTER HOUR, WEEK AFTER
WEEK, SITTING IN A SMALL BOOTH WITH A PARTITION
BETWEEN YOU AND THE PERSON CONFESSING?"” THEN
HE WENT ON TO SAY, "IT’S LIKE BEING STONED

TO DEATH WITH POPCORN., MOST OF THE CONFESSIONS
I HEAR ARE SO UTTERLY TRIVIAL, SO DOWNRIGHT
SILLY THAT THEY BORE ME TO DEATH."

A WRITER WHO HAD BEEN BROUGHT UP WITHIN THE

ROMAN CATHOLIC TRADITION CONFIRMED WHAT THE
PRIEST SAID. SHE WAS CONVENT EDUCATED AND

THE KIND OF SINS SHE AND HER SCHOOLMATES
CONFESSED WERE FREQUENTLY MINOR. ONE OF
THEM HAD TAKEN COMMUNION, WHICH BY THE RULES




OF THE CHURCH HAD TO BE TAKEN AFTER FASTING--
BUT SHE HAD TAKEN COMMUNION AFTER ACCIDENTALLY
SWALLOWING A DROP OF WATER WHILE BRUSHING

HER TEETH, AND SO SHE CONFESSED HER SIN.

HOWEVER, THOSE OF US OUTSIDE THE ROMAN
CATHOLIC TRADITION OFTEN MAKE THE SAME
MISTAKE--WE DEFINE SIN TOO NARROWLY AND TOO
PERSONALLY AND THUS TRIVIALIZE IT. WORSE
STILL, WE CONFESS OUR PETTY WRONG-DOINGS
AND THEN CALL THAT REPENTANCE,

THE REAL DANGER IS THAT IN DOING THIS WE
FAIL TO RECOGNIZE OR WE COVER UP THE SUBTLE

AND HIDDEN SINS, AND WORSE STILL THEY ARE
NOT EVEN THOUGHT OF AS SINS., AND THAT'S
EXACTLY WHAT JOHN THE BAPTIST AND JESUS WERE
BOTH TRYING TO POINT OUT IN THEIR PREACHING
TO THE RELIGIOUS PEOPLE OF THEIR TIME,

SOME YEARS AGO, DR, KARL MENNINGER WROTE

A BOOK ENTITLED, “WHATEVER BECAME OF SIN,"”
IN THIS BOOK, HE HAS A CHAPTER ENTITLED,
"SIN AS COLLECTIVE IRRESPONSIBILITY,"” AND
HE LISTS SUCH SINS AS OUR CONTINUED RAPE
OF THE ENVIRONMENT, OUR UNWILLINGNESS TO
REGULATE AND CONTROL THE SALE OF HANDGUNS
AND MORE,

WE HAVE BEEN SO USED TO TAKING ONLY A NARROW
PERSONAL DEFINITION OF SIN AND REPENTANCE,
THAT WE HAVE AS JESUS PUT IT, “NEGLECTED



THE WEIGHTIER MATTERS OF JUSTICE.” THIS

IS NOT TO SAY THAT THERE ARE NO PERSONAL
SINS; THERE ARE MANY WHICH ARE SERIOUS., BuUT
ANY TRUE REPENTANCE NEEDS TO SEE SIN AND
WRONG-DOINGE IN ITS LARGE CATEGORIES AS WELL
AS THE SMALL,

ALL MINISTERS HAVE HAD THE EXPERIENCE OF
HAVING A PERSON APOLOGIZE FOR SWEARING OR
SAYING A DIRTY WORD IN THEIR PRESENCE. 1IT'’S
A KIND OF CONFESSION OF PERSONAL SIN, YET

I OFTEN THINK THAT IF THAT'S THE WORST SIN

THAT A PERSON HAS COMMITTED, HE OR SHE IS
QUITE GOOD.

[ REMEMBER ONE PARTICULAR INSTANCE OF A

PERSON APOLOGIZING FOR SWEARING IN MY
PRESENCE, HE HAD SUDDENLY LET SLIP A
FAMILIAR FOUR-LETTER WORD. YET AFTER THAT,

THROUGHOUT THE REST OF THE EVENING, HIS
ENTIRE CONVERSATION HAD BEEN FOUL AND UGLY

IN OTHER WAYS THAT HE DID NOT EVEN RECOGNIZE
AND THUS DID NOT REPENT OF, HE SHOWED HIS
DEEP HATRED OF CERTAIN PERSONS WHO WERE OF

A DIFFERENT SKIN COLOR AND OTHERS OF A
DIFFERENT ETHIC BACKGROUND. HE WAS VILE
WITH BITTER CONTEMPT FOR HALF THE HUMAN RACE,
YET HE HAD NO IDEA OF ANYTHING BEING WRONG.

HE SIMPLY FELT THAT IN THE PRESENCE OF A
MINISTER TO USE A BAD WORD WAS HIS ONLY
FAULT.

WE SO OFTEN GET THINGS MIXED UP, A SOUTHERN



PREACHER RECALLED RECENTLY THAT IN THE LITTLE

CHURCH WHERE HE GREW UP.
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IT WAS ALL RIGHT
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REMEMBER A PERSON SAYING TO ME SOME YEARS
AGO, "LooK I HAVE NEVER TOLD THIS TO ANYONE;

BUT I’'VE BEEN UNHAPPY MOST OF MY LIFE IN
MY PRESENT JOB; AND MY MARRIAGE IS NOT WHAT



IT SHOULD BE.” AFTER THAT CONFESSION AND
SOME MORE CONVERSATION, THE PERSON WAS ABLE
TO BEGIN TO MAKE SOME BASIC CHANGES IN HIS

LIFE, BuUT

UNTIL HE ADMITTED WHAT WAS WRONG,

IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE TO CHANGE.,

ON THE OTHER HAND, WE NEED TO BE CAREFUL,
LEST WE CONFUSE REPENTANCE WITH RESIGNATION,
WE OFTEN SAY, "I AM NOT VERY HAPPY., [ AM
NOT CONTENT WITH THE WAY MY LIFE IS GOING.

[ AM NOT R
JUST DON'T
DIFFERENT,

EALLY JOYFUL OR PEACEFUL, BUT I
KNOW HOW THINGS CAN BE ANY
AND I GUESS [ HAVE TO BE

REALISTIC AND ACCEPT MY LIFE AS IT IS.” IT
IS THIS MOOD OF RESIGNATION THAT CAN PREVENT
US FROM ACTIVELY SEARCHING FOR THE LIFE OF

THE SPIRIT

SO OUR FIR
MURKY FEEL

CRITICALLY

., [T CAN KEEP US FROM REPENTANCE.
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ABLE TO LET GO, WE CANNOT TRULY START IN
A NEW DIRECTION WITHOUT LETTING GO OF THE
PAST AND OF OUR ADDICTIONS IN THE PAST,

MATTHEW FOX PUTS IT THIS WAY IN HIS BOOK,
“ORIGINAL BLESSING,"” “WHETHER OUR ADDICTIONS
ARE TO ATARI GAMES OR TO MAKING MORE MONEY,
TO SHOPPING, OR TO BIGGER AND BIGGER TV SETS,
TO ATTENDING WORSHOPS OR TO ALCOHOL OR TO
DRUGS, TO OUR ANGER AT OUR PARENTS OR OTHERS,
OUR SPIRIT WANTS TO BE SET FREE, IT WANTS
TO LET GO, LETTING GO IS SO ESSENTIAL WHEN

WE LEARN TO REALIZE THAT IT IS NOT LETTING
GO OF THINGS THAT IS IMPORTANT., BUT THE

LETTING GO OF ATTITUDES TOWARD THINGS."”

JUST AS LETTING GO IS AN IMPORTANT PART OF
REPENTANCE, SO IS FORGIVENESS AN IMPORTANT
PART OF LETTING GO. WE ARE SAVED BY
FORGIVENESS, THE POWER TO FORGIVE OURSELVES.
TO ALLOW OURSELVES TO BE FORGIVEN, WHICH
MATURES INTO THE POWER TO FORGIVE OTHERS
AND ALLOW THEM THEIR TIME TO BE FORGIVEN,
FORGIVENESS IS ABOUT LETTING GO OF GUILT--
SOME IMAGINED, SOME REAL--AND ABOUT LETTING
GO OF FEAR, THERE IS NO HEALING, NO SALVATION,
WITHOUT FORGIVENESS, AND WITH FORGIVENESS
ALL THINGS BECOME SAVED AND HEALED ONCE

AGAIN, CREATION IS RESTORED.,

35, THIRDLY, IN ADDITION TO LETTING GO,
EMPTYING ONESELF, REPENTANCE ALSO MEANS

INVITING GOD’S SPIRIT TO BECOME A LARGER
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PART OF YOUR LIFE., IT MEANS OPENING YOURSELF
TO THE LOVE AND GOODNESS OF GOD. REPENTANCE
IS TURNING ONE'S LIFE OVER TO GOD AND BEING
AS OPEN AS POSSIBLE TO RECEIVING GOD'’S SPIRIT
AND GOD’S LOVE INTO OUR LIVES. WHEN WE HAVE
TRULY LET GO, WE HAVE THEN MADE ROOM FOR
GoD’S SPIRIT. SOME PEOPLE ARE SO FILLED
ALREADY WITH OTHER THINGS THAT THERE IS NO
ROOM, AS NOUWEN SAYS, “THEY ARE FILLED,

YET UNFILLED,"”

AS OUR TRUST IN GOD GROWS, WE WILL FIND THAT

THERE IS MORE AND MORE SPACE IN OUR LIVES
FOR (GOD.

WHEN WE REPENT IN THIS WAY AND PUT OUR TRUST
IN GOD, THEN WE ARE SAVED BY (GOD'’S LOVE AND

GRACE. IN THE NEW TESTAMENT, THE WORD FOR
BEING SAVED, "“SALVATION” MEANS HEALTH.,
WHOLENESS, BEING IN HARMONY WITH GOD AND
WITH GOD’S CREATION,

THE POINT IS THAT BEING SAVED, “SALVATION,”
IS SOMETHING THAT HAPPENS HERE AND NOW., TOO
OFTEN IN THE PAST, SOME CHRISTIANS HAVE
INTERPRETED BEING SAVED IN TOO NARROW A
WAY--OF GAINING LIFE AFTER DEATH, OR OF
BEING SAVED FROM SOME INDIVIDUAL SIN., IT
INCLUDES THAT, BUT ALSO INCLUDES MUCH MORE,

NOW SOME OF YOU HERE TODAY, OR LISTENING
ON THE RADIO, MAY BE ASKING--HOW DOES IT

ALL HAPPEN? HoOwW CAN I BEGIN?



[T BEGINS VERY SIMPLY BY YOU SAYING TO GOD
TODAY IN THIS WORSHIP SERVICE, PERHAPS IN
THE TIME OF SILENT PRAYER--"HERE I AM, GoOD.
I ACCEPT AND BELIEVE THE FACT THAT YOU ACCEPT
AND LOVE ME JUST AS I AM, I WANT TO TURN

MY LIFE AROUND AND I AM GOING TO BEGIN DOING
IT TODAY, AND I NEED YOUR HELP., I KNOW THAT
[ DON'T HAVE TO WAIT UNTIL MY LIFE 1S
COMPLETELY STRAIGHTENED OUT BEFORE [ CAN
EXPERIENCE YOUR LOVE AND POWER., I AM GOING
TO BEGIN THIS DAY BY PUTTING MY TRUST IN

YOU, BY TURNING MY LIFE OVER TO YOU AND I
AM GOING TO BE AS OPEN AS POSSIBRLE TO RECEIVING

YOUR SPIRIT AND YOUR LOVE INTO MY LIFE, I

AM GOING TO LEAVE MY PAST MISTAKES AND SINS
BEHIND ME. I KNOW THAT YOU HAVE FORGIVEN

ME BECAUSE OF THE LIFE, DEATH AND RESURRECTION
OF JESUS CHRIST., I AM GOING TO FORGIVE OTHERS
IN THE SAME MANNER,"”

AND AFTER YOU'VE MADE THIS BASIC COMMITMENT,
DON'T STOP. OUR SPIRITUAL NATURES NEED
CONSTANT CULTIVATION AND ATTENTION. JESUS
KNEW THE IMPORTANCE OF THIS., THIS IS WHY
HE TAUGHT HIS DISCIPLES TO PRAY AND WHY HE
HAD A REGULAR DISCIPLINE OF PRAYER, WORSHIP
AND DEVOTION,

THIS 1S ESSENTIAL TO OUR GROWING AND MATURING
AS CHRISTIANS. CHRISTIANS OFTEN LIKE TO
TALK OF BEING "BORN AGAIN,"” BUT THEN MISTAKENLY

THINK THEY CAN STOP THERE. THINK OF WHAT
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WOULD HAPPEN IN A PHYSICAL SENSE IF WE WERE
JUST BORN AND THEN STOPPED GROWING AND
LEARNING, WE WOULDN’'T LEARN TO WALK, OR
TALK, OR THINK, OR MAKE DECISIONS. WHO WOULD
WANT TO STAY IN THE BABY STAGE ALL OF LIFE?

WE ARE TO GROW IN WISDOM AND IN STATURE.
WE ARE TO GROW PHYSICALLY AND SPIRITUALLY,

[ INVITE YOU TO BEGIN TODAY. AMEN.




