Sermon for Year A, Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

St. Luke/San Lucas Sunday, 9 July 2023

Genesis 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67; Psalm 45: 11-18; Romans 7: 15-25a; Matthew
11:16-19, 25-30

Hear the Word of God to all who truly turn to him.
Come unto me, all ye that travail and are heavy laden, and | will refesh you.

God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, to the end that all that
believe in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

This is a true saying, and worthy of all men to be received, that Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners.

If any man sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he
is the perfect offering for our sins, and not for ours only, but for the sins of the whole
world.

Amen.’
Please be seated.

These are known as the Comfortable Words. They have been said in the Anglican and
Episcopal churches for nearly 450 years. Although they have dropped out of our Rite |l
service, they remain and are used regularly in our Rite | Eucharist, immediately
following the Confession and Absolution. I'd like to spend a bit of time today reflecting
on these passages, the first of which comes from today’s Gospel reading, and on the
role confession and absolution play in our religious life.

When | say the word “confession,” what comes to mind? Perhaps those old movies
where the main character enters a confessional, and speaks to the disembodied voice
of a priest, telling all the wrongs they have done. Or maybe some of you have your own
experiences with the confessional, where you go into the dark, cramped space and try
to figure out just what you want to say to the person on the other side of the screen.
What are we willing to reveal about ourselves to another person? What are we willing to
actually put into words, to say out loud, about our own inadequacies, our faults, our
sins?

Often, confession is seen as part of punishment. In fact, the first definition of confession
in the dictionary is “a formal statement admitting that one is guilty of a crime.”? And in
our society, confession is frequently associated with guilt, with shame, with a public
admission of fault. We use it as a first step in a forceful correction process—admit your
guilt. Confess to your crimes, and it will go easier on you.

1 Book of Common Prayer. p. 332.
2 OxfordLanguages. https://languages.oup.com/google-dictionary-en/



Accompanying the guilt, the shame, we often find fear. Fear of punishment to come.
Fear of an even greater punishment if confession doesn’t happen. And, unfortunately,
this view of confession is not limited to our judicial process. It has crept into our
churches as well. How many of you have experienced the theology of fear? Where the
preacher says, we are all sinners, going to hell, unless we confess our sins now? Where
Sunday school teachers talk about standing before the judgement seat of Christ, where
we will be called upon to list out all our sins and plead for forgiveness in order to avoid
being sent to eternal damnation? Where confession is used as a tool to force a
particular view of “good behavior?”

Yet in our tradition, in our church, we use a different definition of confession, one that
has gone out of favor in our current cultural context. In our church, in our prayer book,
the act of confession is actually part of the Rite of Reconciliation. Our prayer book
describes it as follows:

“The ministry of reconciliation, which has been committed by Christ to his Church, is
exercised through the care each Christian has for others, through the common prayer of
Christians assembled for public worship...The Reconciliation of a Penitent is available
for all who desire it.”

The purpose of confession is not to assign blame. It is not to designate guilt. It is not to
impose punishment. Rather, confession is part of a process of reconciliation, of bringing
each of us back into right relationship with God, with our community, and with ourselves.

In the introduction to the book, Go in Peace: The Art of Hearing Confessions, Frank
Griswold, a former Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church, notes the following:

“For many who avail themselves of the rite of reconciliation, the discipline of self-
examination under the guidance of the Holy Spirit in preparation for making their
confession...can be an exercise in self-knowledge. We find ourselves drawn beyond
particular events and acts into an ever-deepening understanding of the motivations of
which our sins are an outward expression.”

During that moment of silence before the confession, we have an opportunity to look
back on our day, on our week, on our lives. To look back and reflect. To open ourselves
to the Spirit’s voice. To identify those moments when we fell short. To look at our
motivations. To confront our fears. To learn what it is that separates us from God, from
each other, from our authentic selves.

As we see from Paul’s struggles with sin in our Romans passage, even the most
dedicated, the most religious, the most faithful among us, fall short of perfection. Even
when we try our very best, we are less than perfect. The good news is that God knows

3 Book of Common Prayer, p. 446.
4 Gatta, Julia and Smith, Martin L. Go in Peace: The Art of Hearing Confessions. Morehouse Publishing, New York. p.
viii.



this, that God loves us, and that God wants to be in relationship with us. Even though
we make mistakes. Even though we fall short. Even though we are less than perfect.
God loves us.

In our tradition, after the confession come the words of absolution. With these words,
whether said by a priest, a lay minister, or in our own time of reflection, by ourselves, we
are assured that the God who loves us, through the power of Jesus Christ, has
extended his great mercy upon us and forgiven us all our offenses.

| love one of the traditions | learned from a Jewish friend. Once a year, during their holy
day of reflection, of confession, they have a practice of going down to a body of water,
preferably the ocean or a stream with moving water. There, on the shores of the water,
they find a rock and, holding that rock, they speak aloud their sins. Then, they take that
rock and throw it as far as they can into the water, acting out what is found in Micah,
“God shall again have compassion on us; He will tread our iniquities under foot. Yes,
you will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea.™

With this physical act, they can let go—let go of the guilt, let go of the shame, let go of
the blame, let go of all that heaviness that comes from knowing that we messed up, that
we caused damage, that we hurt someone else or ourselves.

And, in letting go, we can begin again. We can start afresh. We can begin the
challenging task of rebuilding relationships, of restoring ties, of resurrecting hope. We
can learn from our experiences, and we can try to do better.

The Comfortable Words, those statements taken directly from Scriptures, lay out the
theological progression of reconciliation. Come to me all that labor and are heavy laden,
and | will give you rest. With these words, we are reminded that we can, indeed, turn
away from sin, from faults and imperfections, so that we can turn toward God who is
ready, willing and able to provide rest.

God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, to the end that all that
believe in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. With Jesus own words, we
are assured that God loves us, that God wants to be in relation with us, that God wants
good for us.

This is a true saying, and worthy of all men to be received, that Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners. Here we see again that God knows us. God is aware of our
limitations and our inadequacies. And with this knowledge, with this love, God provided
a way for us to be saved from our imperfections, to return to relationship with God. As
many times as it takes, God is there for us, and salvation is within our grasp.

If any man sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he
is the perfect offering for our sins, and not for ours only, but for the sins of the whole
world. And in these final Comfortable Words, we are assured that we are not alone. God

5 Micah 7:19



has provided an Advocate for us. Jesus Christ is there, beside us. And not only for us,
but for the whole world. ©

The function of these Comfortable Words is to stand as an assurance of pardon. As
their name suggests, they are intended to provide comfort, a reassurance God'’s love for
us, as we are, with all our inadequacies, all our imperfections, all our flaws. A
reconfirmation that God wants to be in relationship with us, and wants us to be in
relationship with God and with each other.

As our Prayer Book notes, the purpose of Confession, of Absolution, of the Comfortable
Words, is to start us down the path of reconciliation, to bring us back into right
relationship, to provide us with hope that, even in our difficult times, even in those
moments of darkness and heaviness and frustration, God is there for us. We are
forgiven. We are loved.

Now, our job is to go out into the world and share that love with others.

Amen.

6 The Saint Aelfric Customary: The Comfortable Words. https://saint-aelfric-customary.org/2019/09/19/the-
comfortable-words/



