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One Sunday several years ago following a lovely worship service that included a sermon on 

grace and love, a kind younger woman in our congregation had a comment. As it is with most 

congregations, clergy receive feedback about their sermons. Much of the time the feedback is 

simple, “Nice sermon” or “well done.” This particular person had some different feedback for 

me. She asked, “Why don’t you preach about sin? I always hear you talking about grace and 

love, and I’m sick of it. Preach about sin next Sunday.” My initial response was, “You got it, next 

Sunday, I’m preaching about sin and it will be directed toward you.” She didn’t find that to be 

funny, even though I was attempting to make a joke. So, I quickly recovered and said, “Well, I’m 

not called to preach sin; I’m called to preach the Good News of grace and love in Jesus.” She 

said, “Yes, but it’s not Good News unless we see what makes it good.” 

 

She made an interesting point. So, I followed that conversation up with a sermon series on the 7 

deadly sins using a book by retired United Methodist Bishop Will Willimon titled Sinning Like a 

Christian: A New Look at the 7 Deadly Sins. The sermon series was a big hit, to her at least. Again, 

she made a good point. We rarely talk about sin in the church today, unless we’re talking about 

someone else’s sin or sin in general. And if it is talked about in the church, it tends to be 

problematic. As the Franciscan Richard Rohr notes that too often when we talk about sin in the 

church “it shames, but it does not enlighten or invite, which means it does not really help or 

change people except perhaps at the level of conformity.” That’s what I hope to avoid today. 

Bringing up sin is not meant to shame, but instead it is to invite us and encourage us to discover 

our God of grace and love more deeply. And in turn, we are transformed, changed, and we 

grow into the people God calls us to be. 

 

Even so, I believe the challenge for us today is how to define sin. As Rohr wrote, “Most of us 

associate ‘sin’ with personal naughty behaviors and individual moral unworthiness.” How would 

you define sin? The word ‘sin’ comes from the root word meaning “missing the mark.” That’s one 

way to define it, we miss the mark of God’s will and desire for us. Other definitions include 

rebelling against God and God’s shalom, denial of who we really are as God’s children, it’s that 

which keeps us from God, and I could go on and on. When we struggle to define sin; we likely 

struggle to experience the fullness of the Good News of forgiveness and grace. It’s harder to 

recognize and really realize that we need Jesus if we can’t even name our own sin. 

 

If we go back to the beginning again this Sunday, as we did last week, we find ourselves in the 

Garden with Adam and Eve. By the time we get to this story, we have already heard the 

creation stories in the first two chapters in Genesis. We learn two essential truths about ourselves 

as human beings in the creation stories. First, we are good. Second, we all bear God’s image. 

That’s not the only part of the story, as we know. In the narrative of Adam and Eve, we find that 

while we are good, created in God’s goodness and image; we also hold the potential of being 

“not good,” or should I just say it? Sinful. 

 



Genesis 3 is often referred to as “The Fall.” It’s the pivotal event in this story where Adam and Eve 

take their identity as separate from their Source, their God to the point where their eyes were 

opened. As Richard Rohr explains, they were opened to a split universe of suspicion, ploy, doubt, 

and alienation. And ‘they realized they were naked.’ This is indeed the lie and the ‘fall’ from our 

original grace and innocence.” Rohr goes on to describe sin, not really define it, but describe sin 

as the moment or moments we stand against God’s Reality, apart and analytical, and can no 

longer know things by affinity, likeness, or connection of love. We know things as objects out 

there and apart from us. Then we are no longer in the garden, or even part of the garden, but 

we ‘eat’ the garden like a possession.” That’s a powerful statement! 

 

It’s easy to rationalize or justify sin. It’s just an apple. It’s not as bad as Eve. It’s easy to make sin 

easy. Yet, just as it was in the story about Adam and Eve, they lost a part of their identity, they 

transgressed not only against God, but against their own hearts, their own truths, and they didn’t 

even realize it. That’s true for all of us, isn’t it? We miss the mark, we sin, and we don’t take the 

time to realize it, to see it, to name it, and then seek the forgiveness and grace of God. 

 

I have found that the more I confess my sins, the more grace I experience. It’s not that I receive 

more grace; I just begin to experience the reality of that grace that’s always there. That means I 

have to be honest and vulnerable with myself and with God. One of my favorite authors, Jon 

Sweeney, wrote about his first confession experience in the Church. “The night before, I sat on 

my hotel room bed,” he was out of the town during this experience, “and began to think of 

what exactly I would confess to the priest. Nothing came to me. So, I grabbed a pen and a 

notebook to stimulate my brain and prompt a list of sins. Still, nothing came. I have never 

believed myself perfect, but pressed for specifics, I drew a blank. 

 

The prayer of confession that we Episcopalians intone every Sunday from the Book of Common 

Prayer (which is pretty much word for word in our hymnal) popped into my mind at that 

moment. The prayer came to me in response to my interior dialogue: ‘Come on, Jon, you sin. 

God knows you sin!’ Yes, I do indeed need confession; in fact, I do it every Sunday! I thought. 

Here’s how that Sunday prayer goes: ‘We confess that we have sinned against you in thought, 

word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have left undone. We have not 

loved you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. We are truly sorry 

and we humbly repent.’ But there is nothing specific at all about that; I thought to myself.” Jon 

goes on to write about how it’s important to incorporate the regular practice of confession in 

one’s life. 

 

I think he’s right. It takes a certain amount of humility to confess one’s sins. It’s probably why we 

keep our confessions in church rather generic and impersonal. We would rather live in our sin 

than confess personally. Yet, we’re invited by God to name our deepest sins. I don’t think we 

have to sit down with a priest or a pastor to confess our sins, but it is beneficial to say them out 

loud to someone, a trusted friend, a pastor, a spouse. I know, you might be wondering about 

that one. Really, you might ask? There have been times when I didn’t want to tell Candace 

about something I had done, or more likely not done, but when I told her out loud, I felt like a 

weight was taken off my shoulders. It’s the same for confession. 

 

 



The first step is being able to be open, honest, and vulnerable with God and yourself. 

Several years ago, I was introduced to what’s called the Daily Examen, which is a method of 

prayerfully reviewing your day in the presence of God. It was created by St Ignatius of Loyola 

and shared today by the Jesuits. It includes a time of reflection and confession. The order of the 

reflection is this: 1. Ask God for light. I want to look at my day with God’s eyes, not merely my 

own. 2. Give thanks. The day I have just lived is a gift from God. Be grateful for it. 3. Review the 

day. I carefully look at the day just completed, being guided by the Holy Spirit. 4. Face your 

shortcomings. I face up to what is wrong, in my life and in me. 5. Look toward the day to come. I 

ask where I need God in the day to come. 

 

I realize that Number 4 is difficult. Face your shortcomings, but we must do that and we don’t 

dwell in that, which is why I appreciate Number 5. Look toward the day to come as another 

opportunity to live into your identity of being a child of God. Our very own John Wesley, founder 

of the Methodist movement, also had a daily examen. His examen is 22 questions, not 5. Wesley 

was intense like that. Some of those questions include; am I consciously or unconsciously 

creating the impression that I am better than I really am? In other words, am I a hypocrite? Can I 

be trusted? Am I a slave to dress, friends, work or habits? Did the Bible live in me today? Do I give 

the Bible time to speak to me today? Did I disobey God in anything? Am I proud, jealous, 

impure, critical, irritable, touchy, or distrustful? Just wait it gets better. Do I thank God that I am 

not as other people, especially as the Pharisees who despised the tax collectors? Is there 

anyone whom I fear, dislike, disown, criticize, hold a resentment toward or disregard? If so, what 

am I doing about it? Do I grumble or complain constantly? Finally, is Christ real to me? 

 

That’s quite the list! That last question though. Is Christ real to me? If we answer affirmatively, then 

sin is also real, but so is grace. When we enter into that vulnerable, honest place with God, 

where we confess our sins, repent, which really means turning from those sins we confess, seek 

forgiveness, then there’s grace, there’s always grace. In that grace transformation and growth in 

our spiritual lives will happen. What I realized after preaching that sermon series on the seven 

deadly sins years ago, thanks to pretty much one person in my church, is that I do need to 

preach about sin, but there can’t be a sermon about sin without grace. And it is in grace that 

we find our identity once again. And we find grace in the waters of baptism. As we recognize 

and confess ours sins; may we seek forgiveness, receive grace, and be transformed. Amen. 

 


