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On May 5, 1985, then President Ronald Reagan visited the war cemetery in Bitburg, Germany. 
Together with about 2,000 German soldiers were buried 49 members of the infamous SS Troops . . . 
which group was largely responsible to carry out Hitler's orders to exterminate all Jews.  No 
Americans were buried in that cemetery. The American public was almost equally divided between 
those whose opinions were opposed to this visit and those who supported it.  The Jewish communities 
in America and Germany,  together with an apparent majority of American political leaders, 
adamantly stated that it was morally wrong for Reagan to make that visit.  Reagan, to advance his 
argument, stated that most of those soldiers were young, and victims themselves of Hitler's insanity.  
 
The visit went off amongst many protests here and in Germany.  However one of Reagan's reported 
comments about this visit, championed as one between those who were now friends, was:  "Can't we all 
just forgive and forget?" 
 
While forgiveness itself is a noble thing, to forget is not only impossible . . .  to forget would in itself 
be immoral at best and amoral at worst.  One of the columnists of TIME Magazine (Pico Iyer?) 
subsequently penned an article titled "Forgiveness to the injured doth belong." 
 
The author, citing Reagan's comments, stated that only the ones injured are able to offer forgiveness.  
One person cannot forgive the sins committed upon another . . . only the one injured by those sins can 
offer forgiveness.  In this case, it would be the victims of the Holocaust and members of their families . 
. . and not even one so powerful as Ronald Reagan is entitled to try to forgive on behalf of the Jews. 
 
/ / / / / 
 
Once again we are confronted by the stinging, the biting, the unequivocal clarion cry of that Odd One 
in the Wilderness:  Repent. 
 
Triggered by the coming of the Christ, who proclaimed:  "the Kingdom is now present through me  
(Lk 4:21) . . . it is at hand by my coming (Mt 3:2, Mk 1:15) . . . it is in your midst as I am in your midst 
(Lk 17:21) . . . " the Kingdom of God is present where the reign of God is honored and where the will 
of God is done.  And each of these slightly different concepts is accompanied in some way or other 
with the call to repent.   
 
I suspect that repentance means many different things to different persons . . . nevertheless the roots of 
the word involve, at the least, a sense of sorrow for one's deeds . . . a genuine regret for having done 
them . . . a turning about . . . a heading in a different direction . . . deep sorrow for past deeds and 
amending of one's ways . . . the former use of the word penitentiary implied imprisonment for serious 
crimes . . . together with the presumption that the person incarcerated might become penitent . . . 
repentant . . . through that punishment. 
 
Punishment, however,  is now the accepted word, since penitent seems to have seldom been the 
result.  Blood-lust remains stubbornly within the human DNA. 
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The Wild One of the Wilderness minced no words to describe his audience . . . John was the Billy 
Graham and the Charles G. Finney of that first century . . . "You brood of vipers . . . you’re nothing but 
chaff and deserve to be burned with unquenchable fire . . . you ought to be cut down for lack of 
bearing fruit and thrown into the fire"  (Mt 3:7-12). 
 
People came from far and near to get beat up by John . . . they heeded his message and were baptized.  
(Mt 3:5,6).   The sins they confessed were the same ones which began in The Garden followed by that 
plaintive wail:  "Am I my brother's keeper?"   (Gen 4:9, 10).  All the while Abel's blood screamed out . 
. . unheard . . . from the ground.  The prophets Amos and Hosea, together with the entire cast of 
prophetic voices, give us, if not an itemized list . . . a pretty detailed one, to be sure.   
 
There's nothing new under the sun . . . 
 
Is the message of John obsolete?   Have we become inured to it by the constant repetition of excuses 
and euphemisms? 
 
While euphemisms and excuses are not limited to politicians and persons who hold high office, it does 
seem that people of power attempt to escape and avoid any sense of sin and sorrow . . . they don't sin  
. . . "They only made mistakes" . . .  "They only used poor judgment" . . . and this, only after they had 
been publicly exposed . . . or, in the case of our president . . .  he makes no mistakes nor does he ever 
commit sin.  Of what is there to repent?  Is arrogance a sin?  The decisions he makes unilaterally, and 
which lead to the murder of hundreds of children and their parents . . . the collateral damage and the 
incredible by-catch of the president's spur-of-the-moment policies . . . that toll of suffering will 
continue long past Trump's own demise.  These decisions, made in lies and willful ignorance . . . are 
these not sin? 
 
The famous dictum of John F. Kennedy has been turned inside out by the president, who, basically, is 
saying:  Ask not what I can do for my country . . . ask only what your country can do for me." 
 
{{Famous for thousands of lies and off-color quips . . . here are but a few: 
 
 "The beauty of me is that I am very rich."  (That last part is one of the few truths spoken). 
 "Nobody has done so much in the first two years of a presidency as this administration.  No  
  one." 
 "We have triumphed over evils like nobody has seen before." 
 "My IQ is one of the highest.  Please don't feel guilty or insecure; it's not your fault."}} 
 
/ / / / / 
 
It is well-known that I would much rather call out others in their sins than confess my own . . . I 
prefer, such is my own sin, to focus outward rather than inward.  Besides, if I told you I was a sinner, 
maybe you’d not invite me to be with you? 
 
On the other hand, if you called only the sin-free, there'd be no one here to talk about those others.  
Theological dilemmas abound . . .  
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Thus, since only I can only deal with my sin and not yours, repentance, at its root, is foremost and 
largely a personal matter. 
 
Nevertheless we also face today what seems to be an unprecedented number of corporate, of 
national, and of international sins.  Not that this is anything new . . . it began when one tribe went 
over the mountain to slaughter the tribe in the next valley.  However we are now facing a plethora of 
national and government-sponsored sins that never made it into your history books or mine.  The 
tsunami of exposures will only increase in number and size, as historians now seek to call spades 
spades, and refuse to gloss over, either by silence or by fake news, what really, and in fact, took place. 
 
Not yet two decades ago we began a war against Iraq to save the world from their non-existent nuclear 
arsenal.  Then came Afghanistan and the beginning of the longest war in our history . . . the war that 
has become the never-ending war, costing billions of dollars  and thousands of lives.  Who shall 
repent of this . . . and to whom ought confession be made? 
 
We go back but a few years before that  to the Iran-Contra events of Oliver North and Ronald Reagan, 
where our government sponsored murder and then sought to cover it up with euphemisms of national 
security.  Covert deals . . . arms-for-hostage trades . . . (1985-87).  How do we . . . how does this nation 
. . . repent of those sins?  To whom ought we make reparations?  Can we un-bury the dead and raise 
them to new life? 
 
The Viet Nam and Korean non-wars were a disaster from the outset.  58.000 Americans, together with 
uncounted Vietnamese were killed in a futile attempt to protect American military and financial 
interests in Viet Nam.  270,000 were wounded, of which 21,000 were disabled and 5,000 lost one or 
more limbs.   Perhaps the most famous of the survivors was John McCain, who was called "a nice guy" 
by a billionaire president who has never missed a meal, nor has he missed any chance to denigrate a 
person he happens to dislike.  Refusing to be freed except in order of capture, and after 5 years of 
unrelenting torture and solitary confinement, McCain said simply, "It's all been part of my life . . ."  
The singular blemish in McCain's own opinion was the false confession he made, which was tortured 
out of him during his first year as a prisoner.  "That is something I'll never get over."   McCain 
repented for the fact that, near death from starvation and torture, he lied to live.                                                                                                    
         (An American Odyssey, page 118). 
 
Who . . . and to whom, shall repentance be made for World War II?  The 78th anniversary of Pearl 
Harbor was yesterday . . . nevertheless the popular song of fervent patriotism has long been forgotten:  
"Let's Remember Pearl Harbor."  Like sympathy, the will to remember our dark side has a short half-
life.  And WWII is the one war that many call "the good war." 
 
World War II, like all wars, offers endless examples sufficient to bring us to our knees.  It was at the 
beginning of that war to end wars . . . or was that the goal of  World War I? . . . that President  
Roosevelt made his  disastrous, illegal and genocidal dictum which forced Japanese American 
citizens into internment centers where they languished and died, and by which many lost their land and 
livelihood.  (2/19/42, Exec Order 9066).  Can you and I repent of that sin, one of the many dark blots 
on our nation? 
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The American Indians, together with today's immigrants, suffered a similar fate . . . broken promises, 
forced relocation, lies and more lies.  Forced to embrace a religion and culture absolutely foreign to 
them . . . called savages by those who could not understand them . . . much less try . . . no other 
people has suffered the rates of alcoholism and joblessness than  have our Native Americans . . . they 
faced annihilation by diseases inflicted upon them by the Europeans who discovered a land that had 
never been lost in the first place.  Murdered as well by being deemed inhuman and unworthy by those 
who bought the lie that they were the superior race.  Who shall do the repenting for these crimes? 
 
Add in the slave trade, sanctioned by the church and the government, the economic worth of which 
was valued at more than the value of all the manufactured goods in the newly-forming nation.  And 
that legacy continues today, with a resurgence of the Jim Crow era and attempts to  gloss over the 
awful inequities fostered by the ongoing, and increasing,  white nationalism of the present day.  
Entrepreneurs in England fought tooth and toenail against abandoning the slave trade, their argument 
being that to do so would destroy their economy and their livelihood.   The tag set upon a human life 
was lower than bargain-basement fire-sale advertisements.  The calculus was disarmingly simple:  
factor in how many enslaved would die aboard ship, predict how many crew members would also die 
en route, and the ships were overloaded by those figures.  It was standing room only in the holds.  
Room to sit became available only as bodies, many still alive, were tossed to the waiting sharks. 
 
The people who dealt in the slave trade were professing Christians.  Sir John Newton, later Cardinal 
Newton, who made his money in the graceless slave trade, wrote many Christian hymns, among them 
"Amazing Grace."  The name of one of the British slave vessels was "Jesus."  The men who bought the 
slaves were Christians.  Christian ministers, quoting the Bible, gave the sanction of religion to this 
system of the sinful.  After the slave trade was finally declared illegal, if not immoral, blacks were still 
segregated, lynched and burned. 
 
We can recount these sins . . . and thousands more like them . . . and worse . . . at the root of which is 
that basic sin of human greed.  "My money is worth more to me than your life can ever mean." 
 
Evil faithfully recycles itself in every generation.  It merely wears a different disguise with each 
iteration.           (TIME 11/4/19,  page 96). 
 
Who now shall do the repenting? 
 
/ / / / / 
 
Any one of us who tries to take seriously the call of The Wild One of The Wilderness . . . any one of us 
who takes seriously our call to follow the Christ all the way into the Kingdom of God  . . . faces an 
impossible moral . . . an impossible legal . . . an impossible theological dilemma. 
 
We cannot repent for others . . . that is for the perpetrators to do . . . and many perpetrators are now 
dead . . . 
 
Nevertheless we bear upon our foreheads the indelible mark  of original sin . . . that is, we cannot 
escape the fact that we have no sin-free alternatives in our lives.  Call that "original sin"  call it "the 
mark of Cain" . . . call it what you will . . . it remains upon our foreheads long after Ash Wednesday's  
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imposition.  Nor can we erase it merely by quoting Lady Macbeth:  "Out, out damned spot."  Macbeth  
went insane as a result of the murder of the King of Scotland, by her request to her husband.  One can 
not bring back the dead no matter how insanely repentant one is. 
 
Repentant though we may be or become, there is no way out of the quandary.  Nevertheless the call to 
repent remains and resounds incessantly in our ears and hearts without cease.  Nor will any degree of 
insane sanity blot out the damned spot. 
 
If we can not repent of others' sins . . . then what can we do? 
 
At the least . . . at the least . . . we can identify and acknowledge our own sins . . .  repent of them all . . 
. make amends and personal reparations . . . like the new and growing restorative justice system being 
implemented in many courts of this day.  While the legal system cannot itself be a religious system . . . 
many of our laws and practices are based on scripture, however unacknowledged as such. 
 
In addition, we can recognize, and admit, the many privileges which we enjoy . . . privileges which 
have been purchased by thousands of disenfranchised who have paid a terrible price while receiving no 
benefits from their labor and sacrifice.  We have been given gifts upon the backs of thousands of 
terribly murdered, abused and ground down, together with those who have made the supreme sacrifice 
in the hundreds of wars which began with the lies and deceits of those who started them, and did not 
themselves fight in them. 
 
War and murder by proxy has always been the norm. 
 
We can recognize that our history books have  been written by the winners, written with half-truths  
and lies, all the while avoiding unpleasant truths. 
 
I suppose we can take refuge in the reality:  "All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God" . . . 
However it would be a measure of our sin if we became comfortable in that simply because we are 
also "justified by the grace of God"  (Rom 3:23-24). 
 
If the Baptist's cry to repent sounds both familiar and rings tenaciously and uncomfortably in our ears, 
it is because sin is both very familiar and very tenacious. 
 
In the 1970s, a husband and wife team of retired professors volunteered with the Peace Corps to go to 
the Sahel in Africa to do what they might to develop the agriculture of that region during the 
devastating famine then ravaging that country.   After less than a year of their planned two, they 
returned to America, broken in body and spirit by the horrific conditions.  When asked "What then is 
the solution?" they replied:  "There is none." 
 
Asked then "What ought we do?"  "We must keep trying . . ." 
 
We can only keep on repenting and trying . . . because no matter how much soap we use . . . no matter 
how hard we scrub . . . that damned spot will not go away. 
 
Amen. 
 


