
 You’ll have to forgive me—which is a fitting way to begin 
today’s sermon—but you’ll have to forgive me because I have one 
of those minds that as soon as I hear about forgiveness I 
immediately start thinking about what needs forgiving. I don’t 
immediately start to break down the idea of forgiveness, the 
concept, and its sociological implications. I am interested in those 
things but there is something about my mind that when I hear 
forgiveness, I almost immediately start thinking about the end of 
our affirmation of faith today: sins. Maybe to put it better and in a 
less sinister way: when I hear that there is a resolution I want to 
know what needs resolving. 

 And so, here we are, on our final Sunday of going through 
the Apostle’s Creed and we arrive at the forgiveness of sins. One 
could say that this is where the Church needs to begin, not end. I 
have heard it said that the Church is in the business of forgiving 
sins—I think it was either Luther or a Lutheran who said that. What 
that is supposed to mean is that forgiveness is the reason for the 
Church existing. That’s it. It is all about forgiveness. If that is the 
case I suppose we have start wondering pretty quickly today if 
this is all about a guilt trip. Do we need to wallow in our sins in 
order for them to be forgiven? Is the Church in the business of 
making me feel bad? 

 Well, in some Christian preaching, you would definitely be 
on the right track. One of the more famous “guilt trip” sermons is 
that of the 18th century American Congregationalist Jonathan 
Edwards. The sermon was delivered in 1741 at a revival meeting 
and was entitled “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” I have 
only given it a cursory read but it seems to excel in not only 
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scaring backsliding sinners to death but probably making those 
who feel safe in Christ to doubt their status as well. Here is just a 
snippet to whet your appetite: 

“That world of misery, that lake of burning 
brimstone, is extended abroad under you. There 
is the dreadful pit of the glowing flames of the 
wrath of God; there is hell's wide gaping mouth 
open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor 
any thing to take hold of; there is nothing 
between you and hell but the air; it is only the 
power and mere pleasure of God that holds you 
up.” 

Well, there is nothing like a heavy dose of guilt and fear to make 
one appreciate being let off all the more.  

  But inducing guilt and fear isn’t really what we are all 
about, is it? No. It isn’t. On the whole Christianity isn’t devoted to 
making people feel horrible about themselves. But I should add 
that this isn’t to say that feeling guilty isn’t a useful and an 
important emotion that we can experience. It is. Would any of us 
really want to have a long and meaningful relationship with 
anyone who was incapable or unwilling to feel guilt? Guilt is an 
emotion of responsibility. If I don’t feel guilty about doing 
something wrong then I don’t really feel responsible towards the 
person that I have wronged. To not feel guilt is to really be a 
completely selfish and self-involved person. It means that the 
centre of your universe is you and if you aren’t being hurt, well 
then, who cares? 
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 And of course, Jesus wasn’t beyond making people feel 
guilty. I have to admit that I feel a bit squirmy when I read from 
Matthew’s gospel: ““Woe to you, teachers of the law and 
Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which 
look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of the 
bones of the dead and everything unclean.” There is something 
uncomfortable about trying to make people guilty even though it 
probably has to be done at times. Without guilt there won’t be real 
repentance. Without guilt, there won’t be the heightened relief in 
being forgiven. 

 But don’t worry: I surely won’t overtly or explicitly try to 
make you feel guilty today. When I first started out as a Lutheran 
pastor, years ago now, I would run up against a wall at times when 
writing a sermon. If I got desperate I would get online and 
download a sermon from a preacher who was well renowned in 
certain parts of the LC-MS. I would then get up and preach his 
sermon. And guess what? He really enjoyed trying to make people 
feel guilty. His words felt ever so foreign on my lips. Hence, even 
in a pinch, I had to stop preaching his sermons because not only 
do I not like making people feel guilty, I am not that good at it.  

To be completely forthright, it strikes me that it is when 
someone isn’t trying to make you feel guilty that it can fall the 
hardest on you. I was reading Mere Christianity by CS Lewis for 
the second or third time years ago. I can’t place my finger on 
where in the book or what Lewis was talking but I remember 
sitting in my study and feeling absolutely horrible about myself. I 
don’t remember what I was feeling guilty about. But wow, I felt 
low. I hope that I resolved to make a change at that point about 
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whatever I was feeling guilty about. I probably did promise. I can’t 
remember if I followed through on that promise but I definitely 
remember the feeling of guilt. And all I really wanted was 
forgiveness at that point. All I really wanted was for Clive—it was 
his fault after all that I was feeling so bad—I just wanted him to 
say to me, “Bryce, it’s okay; all this guilt you are feeling has 
brought you to the point of hearing and receiving ‘You are 
forgiven.’” 

 Well, Clive wasn’t there to forgive me. But, that is at least 
in part what forgiveness is all about. It is about being brought to 
a point where all we can really hear, all we want to hear, all we 
need to hear is “You are forgiven.” Forgiveness is about release: 
release from the guilt and the wrong we have done. Because of 
that, forgiveness is about freedom: it is hearing and knowing that 
we are free from the wrongs we have thought and said and done. 
Forgiveness is also about making a change in our lives. It is about 
knowing that we are not only free from sin and guilt and death 
but also knowing that we are now free to change our lives. This 
is, of course, where the whole idea of satisfaction came into the 
medieval theory of confession. And while it may have abused the 
feeling of forgiveness, it had the right idea: forgiveness isn’t about 
being free to go back to our old ways; it is about moving forward, 
in freedom, to a better way; it about trying it all over again. 

 Ultimately forgiveness is about relationships. We don’t 
have to think long and hard about a relationship in our lives that 
could use a little healing, a bit of strengthening, a bit of 
forgiveness, some reconciliation. And every so often we have 
relationships that are pretty damaged, pretty beat up and we are 
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simply unable to sit across the table from that other person and 
work it out. The anger is too much or the guilt is too much or the 
separation is just too much. We are nowhere close to looking into 
the other’s eyes and saying, “I forgive you.” We may need a little 
mediation. 

 This is how Jesus is traditionally seen in our relationship 
with God. He is the mediator. I would prefer to say, instead of 
God’s anger and wrath making it difficult to sit across from him, I 
would prefer to say that our guilt in disappointing God, like 
disappointing a loved one, prevents us from sitting down across 
from him, looking him in the eyes. We need some good old 
fashioned mediation. Our relationship needs some healing; it 
needs some repairing. It needs some forgiveness. It needs 
something that will give us the strength to raise our eyes and gaze 
upon our loving God. 

 And so once again, I think as we have seen throughout 
every article that we have examined in this series, we have 
somehow arrived at Jesus of Nazareth. We are back to the grace 
of God which can only truly be discovered when we are able to 
love and forgive as Jesus did. And so maybe it is true: the Church 
is in the business of forgiving sins because that was Jesus’ 
mission. And if it is helpful, let’s make sure that this business is 
one focused upon healing broken relationships not on making 
people feel horrible about who they are; let’s make sure that it is 
about freeing each other from guilt instead of forcing the other 
to wallow in their guilt; let’s make that it is about freely loving 
each other as God has so loved us instead of making everyone 
earn our love. 
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 It has been only recently that I have been able to witness 
the beauty of forgiveness. It typically happens for me when two 
little girls, who had been playing so wonderfully have now ended 
up in tears, one with her arms crossed and the other with a nasty 
look on her face. But then, all of a sudden, unbidden, one will 
approach the other and hug her, and the hugged one will hug in 
return. And then one will say I am sorry and the other will echo I 
am sorry. And then, the best part of all: they loose each other and 
go hand in hand skipping off to play with each other again. The 
relationship is restored and they are off to try it all over again. 

 That is God’s message to us, every day really: Let’s try this 
all over again. And there God is, in each and every one of us, to 
be hugged, to hear our pleas for forgiveness and take our hands, 
skipping off to try it all over again. There is nothing like grace and 
forgiveness to make it all worth trying again, and again, and again. 
Amen. 


