A Day of Repentance

15th Sunday After Pentecost

September 16, 2001

Our President, George W. Bush proclaimed last Friday, a day of Prayer. That was good and wonderful but what we need now is a day of Repentance. Proclaimed or not, this is that day. Even our Gospel taken from St. Luke  15: 1-10, speaks of this: “In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 

With such a surety we rarely know, this must be said and believed, the terrorist attack last Tuesday was a wake up call to our country and to each of us individually. Unless we heed this call, we will suffer the inevitable consequence.

So many words have been written and spoken until there doesn’t seem to be anything else to say. We are so saturated with emotion and rhetoric that we are exhausted with it. But there is one more thing, a thing which must be said, which cries out to be spoken. 

This is not the beginning of the Apocalypse in the current definition but it is the eternal, and inevitable, and continual experience of our sin. It is not the nature of God to cause disaster, pain, death and suffering to pay us back for disobedience, but an out picturing, a living through the natural result of that sin.

Some want to teach that our country can be righted by tears and words, others by the rattling of guns or warheads but God tells us that the only path to restoration and healing is repentance. We have made a baby step; we have begun to speak the name of God more freely, more honestly. But these words are not enough! They are too easily forgotten. As a baby taking its first wobbly steps, it is too easy to fall. Without personal and national and universal repentance, we will continue to pay the inevitable and horrible price. God has shown us, God has warned us, but we would not listen. Will we now?

We cannot hide from the fact that the World Trade Center was our Tower of Babel. That picture cannot be denied by anyone who is a student of the bible; and the Pentagon represents the might of our country, OUR freedom, OUR power. How obvious can it be? We deny it at our own peril. God has spoken to us many times in gentleness and patience; we have turned a deaf ear. We cannot afford to do that any longer.

So, let’s talk about repentance. I believe that most people, if they have gotten this message are ready to consider repentance but are no longer sure what that means or how to go about it. We don’t know how to recognize our sin, let alone know what it takes to turn from our sin. It frightens us to think that we may have to give up those things that we love. We may not be ourselves anymore. We may not have any fun or friends anymore. We may lose our freedom to be and do what we want  Unfortunately, those who are God’s chosen instruments to guide us in the laws of God have stopped teaching and preaching what repentance means and we have lost the tools for this momentous responsibility. Our weak and pitiful response to tragedy is, “He/she was a good person.” or, “See how wonderful our country is and how generous our people are,” missing the point all together. Yes, that person may have been innocent; our country may be the greatest country on earth. But Christ, the one wholly without sin, suffered death on the cross because of the sin of the world. Are we better than that? They suffered in all their innocence because of the sin of the whole world. We pray that their sacrifice will not be in vain.

But we don’t know how to repent. The first level has been breached, we acknowledge that our country, beloved of God, born of a desire for righteousness, freedom and mercy, has turned away from Him and I believe that there is a great energy to restore that part of our country’s foundation. But that is not enough. 

The next most obvious belief is that our sin can be defined as specific commissions or omissions of God’s laws. This probably has gotten us into most of our trouble because each one wants to define what that means and we have developed a hodge-podge of situational ethics. A new phrase “Reductive Logic” is used to bless and claim as righteous everything extreme, from a vague love of all mankind to homosexuality; from peace and flowers to killing and purification; from pacifism to war; from “should’s and ought to’s” to, “if it feels good to me, it’s ok..” A return to the concepts of the 7 deadly sins would help clarify this problem but not entirely, because our sin is deeper and more basic. The 7 deadly sins are still just the effect of sin, not the cause and, although it is true that if we look at them with unprejudiced eyes, they can clearly show us where we have strayed, the sin which must be repented underlies all of these choices and no amount of personal will or effort will be able to heal us until we get to that root. 

We know that nothing ever happens in all of creation without a cause. If we perceive the cause of this event to be someone else’s actions and hatred and we are just the unfortunate victims, then we are lost.  If we are at their mercy, we have no hope. But the cause is not outside of ourselves and we are not lost, and there is hope.

It is not the Taliban, nor Usama Bin Laden who is our true enemy.  God could take them out in a flash. They cannot hide from His power. If it were not for people like that, even nature, herself, the earth and all that is in it, would rise up against us. We must become like Nineva and truly, honestly and permanently repent of our real sin. Dare I try to define what that sin is? I will share what I understand, 

Our sin is a single coin with two sides. The coin, itself, is belief in another god, another power which is worshiped, one side with fear and the other with longing. One side of this coin represents the god we fear, the face of evil, of Satan or the Devil, or even the face of Usama Bin Laden. The other is more difficult to identify because it keeps morphing. But it is the many faces of the god who falsely promises us whatever we think will make us happy. It tells us that we don’t need the one God Almighty; we have it all here, in our power and what we don’t have, we can create through our own intelligence and resources. All our words to the contrary, this coin represents our sin.

But God has told us over and over again that we are to fear Him alone. We are to worship Him alone. We are to turn to Him alone, and then – only then – will we find peace.
We long for this peace in our land, in our hearts and in our lives. It is that peace which does pass all understanding. We have to trust and take this step, surrendering our coin of idolatry to the fire with courage and faith. Every time we are tempted to take it up again, we must quickly recognize the lie and seeing it for what it is, consign it to the purifying fire of God’s truth. That is repentance, recognizing when, where and how we are worshipping, loving and fearing other gods, becoming deeply and sincerely convicted of the error of such belief, praying to be forgiven and given the strength to resist the temptation which confronts us from all sides. We must resolve to cleanse all seeds of this error from our minds, hearts and lives.

It is not easy to deny the very powerful, religious movement which has set the devil on a throne of power, even if only a throne for a time and not eternity. It is a challenge to our human assumptions which have been preconditioned to see in the writings of Holy Scripture confirmation of this lie. If we can read the scripture with unprejudiced eyes, we will clearly see that the current interpretation is not the truth at all but a misdirected effort to change God’s truth. Believing this lie is the first side of the coin and will result in the same desolation and destruction that the Israelites experienced every time they followed other gods. Whether we follow with love and admiration or with fear and trembling, we are still guilty of following a false god.

Even more difficult is the recognition of the other side of the coin. The seeking of love, joy, peace and prosperity in the things of this world is a common sickness in all of America, if not most of the world. These things are already ours in unlimited supply. Those who have turned to God can attest that their lives are more joyous, more prosperous, more satisfying and filled with more variety than they ever were before. They would not return to their former way for any reason. 

Only when we turn to the One God will we be safe; only then will we be reconciled; only then will we be quickly and surely directed to the only resolution of our dilemma and the healing of our lives and our country.

Father teach us to pray,

O Holy God of Israel, Father of us all, it is not easy for sinful eyes to recognize sin. Give us Holy Eyes, like Polaroid glasses, which will bring into focus what is true. We choose to be shown; we commit to fearlessly turn away from that sin as you reveal it to us. We choose to love Thee and Thee alone and to look for all that we desire only in Thy love, power and wisdom. We choose to fear Thee alone because Thou art the only power and there is no other.

Show me where I have held this sin and give me the wisdom and strength to turn from it. 

Amen.

Msgr Winnie Blair
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