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 You’ll notice at the top of your bulletin, underneath where it says “1st Sunday in Lent,” I 

have typed the words of this year’s Lenten theme: “A Season of Listening.”  At our Ash 

Wednesday service last week, we explored listening as a spiritual practice, a means of 

connecting with the Divine in a deeper way.  I am no expert on listening or other meditative 

practices, but I’m interested in them and am always trying to develop the centeredness to listen 

without constantly thinking about how I can or should respond to what another person is saying.  

I also gain a certain centeredness when I listen to music, or to the world around me.  There are 

spiritual and emotional benefits that come to us by listening.    

 As part of cultivating the practice of listening, I thought it might be helpful for us to look 

deeply at one word each week of Lent this year (with the exception of next week, when we are 

celebrating Black History Month).  My hope is that by intentionally exploring these different 

words (all of which are significant to faith and a life of discipleship) we will learn to hear them 

in a different way when they come up in worship later – or when we encounter them in daily life.  

Maybe these words can be internalized in a fresh way and begin to permeate how we understand 

God and our relationship with God.  I chose the words by studying the lectionary passages for 

the next five weeks and either pulling words directly from the stories or using a word that I 

thought was a major theme of the story, even if not used directly in the passage.   

 So…today’s word is “repent.”  We hear that word a lot in Christian circles – but what 
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does it mean?  What does it look like when we are out there in the world, living our lives and 

making an attempt to follow the teachings of Christ?  Lent is often billed as a time of repentance 

– a liturgical period when we look honestly at our sins and ask God to forgive us. According to 

the gospel of Mark, one of the first proclamations of Jesus’ public ministry was his call to the 

Hebrew people to “repent, and believe in the good news.”  And the news is good – once we 

repent, God is ready, even eager, to forgive us and help us and show mercy to us.   

 One problem with the way we understand repentance is that our conception of it is 

incomplete.  We think it is feeling “sorry” for what we have done and for the ways we have hurt 

other people.  We probably have all known people who do the same irritating or annoying thing 

over and over again, and every time they are called out about it they say they are sorry.  My 

children seem to have a congenital inability to put dirty laundry in a hamper.  In their minds, 

pitted out clothing is supposed to go wherever it has been taken off…the bathroom floor, the 

bedroom floor, the living room couch, the hallway…in extreme cases, even the backseat of the 

car.  About once a week I go ballistic about this, and the perpetrators always say they are sorry.  

In the moment, I think they mean it. They do regret that they have made me mad and channeled 

Medusa.  But they are not repentant.         

 I’ve told them this. On numerous occasions.  They are not repentant because the behavior 

doesn’t change.  We have the same conversation anywhere from one to four days later.  I do hold 

out hope that someday they will realize that it’s really not that hard to put dirty clothes in a 

hamper, that this is not the way they will be for their whole lives, but as of yet I have been 

unsuccessful in persuading them to repent of clutter and sloth.     

 Even though when we repent of something it is normal to feel regret or sorrow for what 

we have done wrong, that is not the whole picture.  The etymology, or origin, of the word tells 
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the story.  “Repent” is derived from two Hebrew words, one meaning “to feel sorrow,” and the 

other meaning “to return.”  The Greek word for repentance, “metanoia,” is also interesting.  It’s a 

complicated melding of a couple of different prepositions, but essentially it means “to think 

differently after,” or “change of mind, heart, and conduct.”  Something happens that shifts the 

way we understand something.  At times, that shift involves realizing that we have sinned and 

fallen short of who God wants us to be.  Once we see differently, we live differently.  We change 

our ways so that we can align more closely with God’s vision for us.  We turn away from one 

way of living and move in another direction.        

 “Yes,” we might say, “when we repent we turn away from our sin.  “But what do we turn 

toward?”  That is a fair question.  It occurred to me last week that I could easily turn away from 

one kind of sin and run straight into another.  Pettiness to envy.  Envy to spite.  There are so 

many directions, so many possibilities, and not all are created equal.  The turning away from one 

wrongdoing is not meant to be a springboard into another.  That’s one of the reasons I was so 

intrigued by the Hebrew derivatives of repentance.  To repent is not only to feel shame or regret 

for what we have done (or not done), it is to return.  The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible 

spells it out even more clearly – to repent is to “turn back” or “return” to God.  God is waiting 

for us, longing to welcome us home.  It is important to acknowledge and confess our sins, but we 

do not have to get stuck there.  It’s not about beating ourselves up to the point where we feel 

worthless and hopelessly lost.  It is about getting everything clear in our own minds and out in 

the open with God so we can come back to God with clear consciences and open spirits.  

 This idea that “return” is such a major component of “repent” just enchants me.  “Return” 

implies that at some point in our creation (probably in dimensions or states of being we cannot 

comprehend), each of us IS in right relationship with God.  Very soon into our journey as broken 
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and frail human beings, we find ways to mess that up.  We think we have to be autonomous, or 

we get seduced by the things our culture tells us will fulfill us, or we hurt other people because 

we are afraid of them, and on and on.  There are more ways to sever our connection with our 

Creator than I could ever name.  But…we can turn away from our failures and toward something 

different – something so different it is the opposite of how we are living now.  We can return to 

that place of unconditional love, to that place of grace, to that place of divine connection that 

sustains us through the losses and grief that life holds for us.  Somewhere, in the core of our 

being, we carry a memory of what it is like to be in that state.  We can go back to it.  We can 

repent.  We can return and be welcomed with open arms.     

 There is something I am still trying to figure out, and I feel compelled to be honest about 

it today, when the school shooting in Florida that took 17 lives is weighing so heavily on our 

hearts.  Even though I know it is something we have to work on our whole lives through, I think 

I have a fairly clear conception of what it looks like to repent on an individual level.  Hopefully 

we have all seen people turn away from sins that were destroying them and return to a life of 

health and wholeness.  In the Christian and Jewish traditions, however, we also believe that 

repentance has to occur at the corporate, communal level.   When Jesus spoke in Galilee, saying 

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near, repent, and believe in the good 

news,” he wasn’t speaking only to the people gathered as single, autonomous individuals.  He 

was addressing a worshipping, covenant community.  As a group, they needed to change the way 

they were doing things.  The fallen nature of the individuals was leading to collective sin and 

disconnection from God.          

 Oh my gosh, friends, to repent of communal sin is so much harder than to deal what is 

going on in my one little offending heart. How do we turn away from sin and return to God when 
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we cannot even agree on what is sinful and what is not?  I don’t think anyone is happy that a 

troubled young man walked into a school with and assault rifle and killed 17 people, but we get 

all caught up in arguing about the causes of such horror, and about what should (or shouldn’t) be 

done to prevent it.  Some blame mass shootings on easy access to guns and lack of regulation 

about their use, others say that people become mass shooters because their parents don’t 

discipline them enough when they are little kids.  Some people say that fewer people should have 

guns and that they should be banned in public places, others say such terrible things wouldn’t 

happen if only more people were armed.        

 These questions have become so politicized, and that’s really not where I’m trying to go 

today.  It gets all jumbled in our minds and can be hard to separate the political questions from 

theological reflection, but we must make an effort to do so.  Our lives may depend on it.  As a 

society, we need to repent of the communal sin of gun violence.  I have not personally taken a 

gun and shot anyone, but collectively we have allowed guns to be so available that almost 

anyone can get one.  We have let people get to tormented and so angry that what Nikola Cruz did 

on Wednesday emerges to them as a realistic option for coping with whatever is bothering them.  

We all have a part in this.  HOW do we go about repenting, turning away from our culture of 

violence and building a culture of wholeness and healing?      

 I don’t know the answer to that, but I know that the way we are doing things isn’t 

changing anything.  I’m so tired of this cycle – someone kills a bunch of people…there is 

collective sorrow and outrage, people argue and blame and beat on their chests, saying “We must 

do something!”  Gun sales skyrocket.  And, within a couple of weeks we have moved on to 

something else.  What can we do differently?       

 I believe that the majority of human beings – including hunters and gun owners – want a 
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different outcome from what we are getting.  Can we return to God with this emotional societal 

problem and ask for help in developing a different way to approach finding a solution?  I don’t 

know if we can.  But I believe we must.  We must turn toward something different.  Amen.         

                

          


