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Repentence, Reorientation, 
and Recommitment
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Wednesdays have been really something lately, and they’ve thrown my pre-planned lectionary-based preaching off-kilter. Three Wednesdays ago we witnessed a deadly insurrection upon our nation’s Capitol that seriously threatened our American democracy. Two Wednesdays ago we witnessed the second impeachment of the President of the United States for his role in inciting that assault. And on Wednesday of this past week we witnessed the inaurguration of a new president and vice president, bringing with them a wave of executive orders and policies hoping to return our country to many of the standards and values we hold dear, and addressing head-on many of our current crises, especially the COVID-19 pandemic. I’m sure we’re all praying that this coming Wednesday will be completely un-newsworthy in ways that affect not only our nation, but ourselves as people of faith.


We are desperately in need of a reduction in the shear daily chaos that has bombarded our lives for so long now. Upon reflection, I recalled the warning in Proverbs 29:18, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” (KJV) I believe the vision that most of us hold dear for our nation will be something that we can get back on track to pursue, and in some cases restore, and in others, to greatly improve. It is a new day, thanks be to God.

Having a clear and equitable vision applies not only to us as a nation, but also to us as a community of faith during these continuing difficult times of pandemic and racial reckoning. It is important to note, however, that the Old Testament Hebrew word used for “vision” in this context refers not to the vision of the people, but rather to the vision given to the people by God. Our task as indivduals and as a community of faith, if not as a nation, is to try to discern God’s vision for us in this time and place in history. This is a ongoing task, of course. It involves constant reflection and openness to change and adaptation – something this congregation has done quite effectively over the years, especially this past year when we have been physically distanced. We have had to rethink how to be the church. There’s nothing like learning to be flexible out of shear necessity, and perhaps some desparation.
So, how can we partner with God to make a difference? How can we more clearly see with God’s eyes, hear with God’s ears, and act with God’s passion for justice? How can that lead to a truly liberating experience that benefits the entire community? Or, as one of my favorite philosophers stated it, “All you have to decide is what to do with the time that is given you.” Those words, by the way,  were spoken by Gandalf in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy.


Jesus puts it even more simply in today’s Gospel Reading, “Follow me” (Mark 1:17). There’s much to gain by walking through this passage of scripture from the first chapter of Mark’s gospel. It begins with Jesus’ first public ministry words, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” The realm, the kin-dom of God isn’t some future possibility, it is in our midst now, it has come near. It is already taking shape in this world, even if it has not yet arrived in all its fullness. And now, as it was then, we are called to live into this reality, to participate in the ushering in and making the way of God present here and now. This is the good news.

One way we do this is through repentance. This is Jesus’ first command to those who would choose to follow his ways and teachings. By repentance, we learn it means and involves a change of heart, a change of mind, a change of direction and behavior that leads us into the possibility of living into Jesus’ later command, to love one another. Repentance is a reorientation of our entire lives toward the purposes of God. It becomes an embodied commitment to the divine vision of a love and justice-oriented world – and resistance to all that would deface it. There is always an element of awakening and consciousness raising in repentance. In this way, repentance actually brings true freedom – a freedom of a life aligned with God’s priorities and not the world’s.


“Theologian Mary Solberg likens it to waking up from a nightmare and seeing that we are implicated in, and interconnected with, the suffering of our world – and that we are called to participate in God’s liberating and reparative realm as it struggles toward realization now.”  (Roger Gench, “Looking into the Lectionary: 3rd Sunday after Epiphany”, The Presbyterian Outlook, 1-18-21.) Repentance is also a reminder of the mercy and grace of God that lies behind the divine desire to draw near to us. And while we usually think of repentance in a personal individual way, we must not lose focus that this also applies in a corporate way – especially now as a nation, as a society and culture. Repentance always has public implications. Duke Divinity School’s Director of the Hispanic House of Studies, Global Education & Intercultural Formation, the Rev. Ismael Ruiz-Millán writes:

Our world today is not so different from the world Jesus addressed in Galilee... We still have dysfunctional systems, including religious systems. We still live with an overwhelming and tragic chasm between rich and poor. Oppressive powers still allow the exploitation of children’s bodies, black bodies, and female bodies. We need to repent for these sins and to believe that alternatives to such tragic realities exist. Like the fishermen, we need to follow Jesus—letting go of whatever makes us keep allowing the dehumanization of God’s people.

Yes, resisting oppressive powers is an essential part of our discipleship. Writing a commentary on this passage in The Presbyterian Outlook this week, Roger Gench shares the following reflection.
In recent days, it surely feels like we have been waking up from a nightmare. And in this critical moment in our national life, we could not be more in need of the story that the Gospel of Mark sets before us — one in which God in Christ is calling us to repent, to reorient our lives and live into a new reality. A relentless, devastating virus has exposed the vast inequities that plague our common life, and a racial reckoning requires personal and societal transformation.
We are waking up to the fact that we have been sleepwalking through what Princeton professor of African American Studies, Eddie Glaude, calls a “cold civil war” [what John Pavolovitz, as I mentioned last Sunday, calls a “relational cold war”] — stunned awake by the eruption of violent racist and xenophobic insurrection… 
God’s [kin-dom], God’s reign in this world, has drawn near in the person and ministry of Jesus — who calls us to repent, to reorient our lives in light of it and to resist all that disfigures our common life and God’s good creation.
All of this must lead to a call for us to recommit, personally and as a community of faith, our own time, talents, and resources as disciples of Jesus.

Now, when writing this sermon, I realized that this far in I hadn’t even gotten past the first two verses in today’s Gospel reading. There’s still Jesus’ call to his first disciples to, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” Then there’s the part about how they immediately laid down their nets and followed him. While there’s a lot of good to unpack in that part of the story, I think I’ll stop here and simply reiterate verse 15, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”

Yes, repentance, reorientation, and recommitment are quite enough to reflect upon in one sermon.

Amen.
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