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 I made my first confession last week. Not just my first confession this year - it was 

my first confession ever. It had been nagging at me for a while - not because I robbed a 

bank when I was young or anything like that. It had been nagging me because I’m a priest, 

duly licensed & ordained to hear confessions, but I had never actually performed the act of 

confession myself - until just last week. I thought, “What better time than Lent for my first 

confession?” 

 The best way to summarize the experience is with a couple of words you may not 

expect. Because it was an experience of surprise & joy. There were two surprises; first, 

when I finished my confession, the only words from my confessor’s mouth were words of 

consolation. He emphasized God’s joy at my honesty. He assured me of God’s grace. And 

then something I really didn’t expect: he told me that God was pleased with me. I can’t 

remember the last time anyone told me that God is pleased with me. Let alone my 

confessor. So there I am kneeling in the confessional booth with the screen between us, 

and all of a sudden I start feeling pretty good about myself. I raise up my chest. I have a 

smile on my face. I’m in danger of committing another sin because I feel so proud.  

 And that’s when I discovered the second surprise. That’s when I heard my confessor 

say three little words I also didn’t expect. He said, now: for you penance. I completely 

forgot about that. This is my first confession and in the midst of my joy I completely forgot 

that you’re supposed to do something when you confess. I forgot that confession isn’t 

simply about unloading myself and walking away with a clean slate. It’s about 

demonstrating the fruit of my contrition; or to use traditional language, it’s about 
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demonstrating true amendment of heart. You’re supposed to repent. But even then, to my 

surprise, I didn’t have to worry. Because my confessor didn't ask me to heap ashes on my 

head or tear my garments. He didn’t expect me to sit in a corner and feel sorry. He simply 

invited me to read a Psalm. That was the only request. I said, “sure.” I mean, this guy 

already knew it, but I get paid to read Scripture. It wasn’t exactly a chore.  

 The psalm he gave me was Psalm 32, which is our assigned Psalm next Sunday. It 

begins with the following words: Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven. Happy. 

I should have known. It’s no secret. Since at least the 3rd ce. the church has described 

Penance as a “second Baptism.”  New life. In the Catholic Church to this day, Confession 1

is described as, “The liturgical celebration of God’s forgiveness.”  So last week by the time 2

I finished my penance I started asking myself, “When I can I do this again?” It felt good! It 

was all about assurance & liberation, contentment & divine pleasure. What began as a 

nagging duty turned in to an unexpected encounter of divine pleasure & joy. My first 

confession was an experience that actually made me want to repent.  

 Repentance stands at the center of today’s readings on this third Sunday of Lent. 

And even though we’re not sitting in a confessional booth, allow me to offer you an 

experience like the one I had in my first confession last week. Let me invite you to hear 

today’s readings as a surprising and joyful call to repent.  

 First, we have to clear the deck. First, we have to look at some harsh language in 

two of our Readings. Because if we get distracted by the harsh language, we’ll get off on 

 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, p.1258.1

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd Ed. p, 892.2
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the wrong foot when it comes to repentance. The harsh language is in 1 Corinthians and 

the Gospel of Luke. In 1 Corinthians Paul says, “God was not pleased with them, and they 

were struck down in the wilderness,” (1Cor. 10.5). In the Gospel, Jesus says twice(!), 

“unless you repent, you will all perish” from swords and crushing stones (Lk. 13.3,5).  

 On the surface, that kind of harsh language can make repentance sound like 

something we just do to appease God’s anger. And if that’s all it is, then we start making 

lists about everything we think makes God angry. Paul even offers a list in today’s 

passage: idolatry & orgies, immorality & complaining - you get the idea. If we’re just 

focused on a list, we’re not going to get it right when we try to repent.  

 Because in today’s readings Paul & Jesus aren’t trying to tell us why to repent 

(God’s anger). They’re trying to show us where human greed and cravings eventually lead 

us in the end. They’re trying to show us how much is at stake. You see, some of the 

Corinthians thought as long as they were baptized and celebrated Eucharist, they could do 

whatever they wanted. They thought the sacraments were either a magic shield or a blank 

check. And Paul says, no, human greed and craving always leads to our destruction in the 

end - whether you’re baptized or not. Some of Jesus’ followers thought God’s Kingdom 

was going to be a violent revolution. And Jesus is telling them that the only fruit of 

violence, is more violence that eventually consumes you and everyone else in the end.   

 That’s how much is at stake. But protecting ourselves or shielding God’s anger is 

never why we repent. We repent because God is offering us Good News. We repent 

because God is announcing assurance & liberation, contentment & divine pleasure. Each 
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of the synoptic Gospels, Matthew Mark & Luke - each one begins with an announcement: 

repent, for the Kingdom of God has drawn near. That’s the beginning of Good News. 

Repentance is our response to an invitation of divine pleasure & joy. Sure, it’s going to 

look different depending on where we begin. But repentance is never about anger. It’s 

simply about responding to God. It’s about relinquishing our own appetites and responding 

to God’s invitation in the end.  

 Let me offer an image. See if this helps. There’s currently a startup company out in 

California called Imperfect Produce, and their mission is “Getting ugly [fruit & 

vegetables] onto tables so it stays out of trash.”  They specialize in food that’s misshapen 3

or irregular but still perfectly edible. In their advertising, “A picture of a particularly odd-

shaped pepper is accompanied with the message ‘bite me. A particularly bulbous tomato is 

labeled ‘my curves are good for you,’ and a strangely large lemon is ‘more to love.’”  

 It’s clever marketing, but how would it sound if we used theological language 

instead? It would sound like this. They’re inviting us to repent of the unreasonable 

assumptions and demands we make about our fruit & vegetables. They’re inviting us to 

repent of unfair perceptions when it comes to carrots & tomatoes, lemons & eggplants. 

They’re inviting us to respond to the good news that not all fruits & vegetables are 

supposed to look the same. Not only are they keeping thousands of pounds of food out of 

the trash, they’re also selling it for a fraction of the cost, about 40% lower than “more 

traditional-looking counterparts.” It’s good news. 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/24/us/getting-ugly-produce-onto-tables-so-they-stay-out-of-trash.html?smprod=nytcore-3

iphone&smid=nytcore-iphone-share

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/24/us/getting-ugly-produce-onto-tables-so-they-stay-out-of-trash.html?smprod=nytcore-iphone&smid=nytcore-iphone-share
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 The only surprising thing is that more people aren’t buying in. According to one of 

the owners, “There’s a leap here that not many buyers are willing to make yet… We’ve 

expected uniform produce for decades, so it’s not going to change overnight…. [Because] 

There is still some deep-seated, visceral notion that things that look perfect won’t harm 

us.” It’s not true. Imperfect Produce is sharing a story of good news; a story of abundance. 

The only question is how long it will actually take people to repent and believe 

 That’s a positive image of repentance. It’s simply a matter of turning around, of 

changing our minds and responding to good news. The owners of Imperfect Produce could 

talk about the danger of wasting so much food. They could talk about food deserts in urban 

locations where produce is nowhere to be found. They could talk about all the negatives - 

and sometimes, they do. Because the stakes are real, and the risk of wasting so much food 

is creating an unsustainable path in the end. That’s all true.  

 But protecting ourselves from danger is never why we repent. We repent because 

someone is actually offering good news. We repent because someone is announcing 

assurance & liberation, contentment & great pleasure - whether we’re talking about 

imperfect produce, or God. And we don’t have to look far to find this same kind of 

abundant, joyful Good News in one of today’s readings too. 

 From the prophet Isaiah,  “Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that 

have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without 

price. Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that 

which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and delight 
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yourselves in rich food,” (Is 55:1–2). That’s a positive image of repentance. It’s simply a 

matter of responding to God’s Good News. Isaiah invites us to repent of our unreasonable 

assumptions, demands, or expectations when it comes God’s judgment & God’s grace. He 

invites us to feast on “what is good”.  

 He says, “Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near…

return to the LORD… for he will abundantly pardon,” (Is 55:6–7). Repentance is about 

God’s assurance and liberation. It’s about God's contentment and great pleasure. 

Repentance is about knowing that God is pleased with you. What seems like a nagging 

duty at first, can become an encounter with divine pleasure and joy. You may even come to 

discover that you want to repent. And by the time we’ve finished our Lenten journey and 

returned to the Lord, you may even start asking yourself, “When can I do this again?” 

Amen. 


