
 
  
  
 “Preacher,” the man said to me, “what this church needs are some sermons on sin. 
When did it become a sin to talk about sin?” 
 
 Feeling a tad defensive, since I thought I might have touched on sin a time or two 
in my time there, I asked him to elaborate. Looking back on it, that was a mistake.  
 
 He had a list: out of wedlock pregnancies, abortion, homosexuality, adultery. I 
started to ask, “So what’s on your mind these days?” Turns out “this church” was failing 
at what he thought its primary task should be – condemning all those things out there that 
he perceived as sins and he was not currently participating in, you know, himself.  
 
 I can’t blame him, really. I tend to do the same thing. Years ago I was talking with 
a friend and expressing my dismay about a mutual friend who had made a bad mistake. 
But you know, I said, he was always so full of himself, could never recognize his own 
failings. “Yes,” responded my friend, “the same way we don’t recognize right now what 
we’re doing by gossiping about him.” 
 
 “Hey, now, wait just a minute. You may have been gossiping, I was just sharing a 
prayer concern.”  
 
 G.K. Chesterton was once asked to submit an essay in answer to the question, 
“What’s wrong with the world?” His essay came in the form of a letter: 
 
 Dear Sirs, 
 
 I am. 
 
 Sincerely Yours, G.K. Chesterton. 
 
 David Brooks makes much of the loss of the language of sin in our culture, and he 
is undoubtedly correct. He points out that we lost the language of it because we misused 
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it in some of the ways I mentioned earlier – we made it smaller, we used it against others, 
we pick and choose which “sins” to emphasize. But in the end, Brooks argues, it is 
impossible to do without the word sin, because, as he writes, “life is a moral affair. No 
matter how hard we try to reduce everything to deterministic brain chemistry…no matter 
how hard we try to replace sin with non-moral words like ‘mistake,’ or ‘error,’ or 
‘weakness,’ the most essential parts of life are matters of individual responsibility and 
moral choice: whether to be brave or cowardly, honest or deceitful, compassionate or 
callous, faithful or disloyal.”1 
 
 I agree that life is in many ways a moral affair and that those personal individual 
acts of moral responsibility are part of the reason we do not need to replace the word 
“sin” with more shallow words. But I would add that before life is a moral affair, it is a 
God-affair and that sin is in the end not primarily a moral word, but a theological one. Sin 
has to do with God, and sin is – before it is anything else – a violation of our relationship 
with God. It is God with whom we have to do when we talk about sin. 
 
 Psalm 51 is the most direct prayer of confession in scripture precisely because it 
lays bare that sin is about God. When we stand at this font at that moment of worship 
when we, as a community, confess our sins, we come before God with nothing in our 
hands, save the grace of God that makes confession even possible. We stand on level 
ground – all of us – in that most basic of needs: God’s mercy. 
 
 “Against you, you alone, have I sinned,” says the psalmist.  
 
 We gather to confess our sins at the font as a way of acknowledging that apart 
from God’s grace, apart from God’s love and mercy, we cannot tell the truth about 
ourselves and the world in which we live. It is our identity as beloved children of God 
that gives us the honesty and courage to speak. Confession of sin is not asking for God’s 
grace; it is a response to God’s grace, which is present even before we ask.   
 
 The psalmist brings nothing in his hands save his trust in a loving God who can 
wash him clean and restore him to life. He uses the language of creation – “Create in me 
a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.”  
 
 This is one of those Sundays when the fullness of the service calls for a shorter 
sermon, and I can’t say I mind, since who wants to hear a long sermon on sin. But I also 
don’t want a repeat of a conversation a son had with his father, who never went to 
church, over the Sunday lunch table. 

                                                             
1 David Brooks, The Road to Character, page 54. 



 
 “What did the preacher preach about?” 
 
 “Sin.” 
 
 “What’d he say about it?” 
 
 “He was against it.” 
 
 I am against sin. I am against it because it distorts reality, its effects ripple out and 
produce so much brokenness. I am against it. I’m against it because of all the 
relationships it damages, the relationship we have with God being the most significant. It 
blinds us to God’s mercy, it causes us to focus on ourselves, it is ego-driven.  
 
 The Greek word for sin means to miss the mark. Brooks says, “We want to do one 
thing, but we end up doing another. We want what we should not want. None of us wants 
to be heart-hearted, but sometimes we are. No one wants to self-deceive, but we 
rationalize all the time. No one wants to be cruel, but we all blurt out things and regret 
them later. No one wants to be a bystander, to commit sins of omission, but, in the words 
of the poet Marguerite Wilkinson, we all commit the sin of “unattempted loveliness.”2  
 
 I’m against it. And I’m part of it. I stand at the font empty-handed, in the wrong, 
and God is in the right, every time.  
 
 And it is just there, at that moment, in honest pouring-out of our sin that we catch a 
glimpse of a truth larger than the truth of our sin – God’s grace, which in that moment of 
telling the truth, invites us to see beyond our sin, to come again to the font, to come to the 
table, to yield to the creating God, who, even now, creates a new heart, orients our vision, 
and gives us the strength to go out into the world a forgiven and forgiving people. Amen.  

                                                             
2 Brooks, 54-55. 


