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Penance Service 2013 

One of the difficulties that we Christians have with the sacrament or mystery of 

reconciliation/penance/confession is that we have lost a sense of its overarching 

context- the coming of the Kingdom or Reign of God. 

Often confession/reconciliation is reduced in our experience to a minimal and often 

resented psychological exercise of dealing with guilt or bad feelings or the infringement 

of moral or canonical law of some kind.  When this happens, the inevitable result is that 

we experience the sacrament as an unwarranted and unwelcomed and irrelevant 

imposition on our lives. 

If, however, we go back to the scriptures and we look at the very beginning of Mark’s 

gospel we hear the words of Jesus with which he began his ministry and which are at 

the heart of the Christian community: “Repent for the Kingdom of God is at hand.”  Or 

put another way, “Turn around because God’s sphere of power is nearby.”  The 

Kingdom of God is what happens when God is accepted, when God’s “rule” is 

acknowledged and welcomed. 

In some sense, then, we have to change/repent/turn if we are ever to accept God’s 

sphere, God’s rule, in our lives.  And it is only when this happens that God’s work of 

making things new, that Isaiah spoke about, can somehow begin to happen to us. 

If the nearness of the Kingdom of God is deeply and inextricably embedded in Jesus’ 

teaching, in his parables and in his actions, then this Kingdom is also what the Church 

is ultimately about, and it is what the sacrament/mystery of reconciliation is about 
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inasmuch as in this mystery we acknowledge the various and sundry ways in which we 

have not lived acknowledging, welcoming and accepting God’s reign in our lives. 

There is a sense of urgency to all the teaching about the kingdom in Jesus’ life and 

words. Everything must be sacrificed to gain the “pearl of great price”, the treasure of 

entering the Kingdom, because it is only in and through this reign of God that we and 

the world can be made new. 

“Repent and believe the gospel” may well be one of the hardest things we ever do in 

life.  Jesus’ call for metanoia (repentance/turning around) is certainly a call for 

repentance for the past- but it is not a wallowing kind of penance.  Rather, repenting of 

the past is the prerequisite for following Jesus in discipleship in the present and in God’s 

future.  Repentance is about what I need to acknowledge and get rid of in my life so that 

I can respond to Jesus’ invitation to “Follow me”.  And if I don’t think that there is 

anything, or anything much, in my life that gets in the way of me responding to this call, 

then either I am seriously deluded, or I haven’t reflected very much on my life, or I’m not 

hearing what Jesus is asking of me. 

Jesus’ call for repentance and to follow Him, which stands in the long tradition of the 

prophets, is a call for human beings to return to God above all else.  It demands a 

response. It is not simply about acknowledging a few moral failures and flaws, which is 

what we all tend to focus on in confession.  It is an urgent demand for us to recognize 

the challenge of Jesus’ call and to respond to it with our entire lives.  According to 

Jesus, the call to “follow me”, and the repentance that this implies, takes precedence 

over everything else in life.  It even takes precedence over the most sacred duty in the 
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Jewish tradition to bury the dead- a demand that was so outrageous that it forced 

people to respond to Jesus in either one way or another. 

For Jesus, the call to “repent and believe the good news” was his radical call to 

discipleship, a call that took priority over family relationships, over attachment to 

possessions, over suffering, over worrying about food and drink and clothing.  

Repentance for Jesus was hardly slipping into a confessional for a quick 2 minute 

recitation of one’s laundry list of failings.  It was a turning around with one’s entire life in 

order to follow him because the Kingdom of God is at hand, and through this radical 

refocusing of one’s existence on him, God, he claimed, was in the process of making all 

things new. 

So, what do we do tonight in these communal and personal acts of repentance?  What if 

I can’t yet respond in the way in which Jesus is asking?  What if I’m not ready to turn my 

life completely around in an act of radical discipleship?  We all are probably in this boat, 

I would suspect.  And that’s the first thing we need to acknowledge-  “Lord, I believe, but 

help my unbelief”  and help my lack of true repentance, help my inability to follow you in 

true and complete discipleship.  Maybe I need to begin with my laundry list of sins, 

because that’s all that I can do just now.  And that’s ok, so long as I don’t delude myself 

into thinking that everything is now as it should be, that my repentance is complete.   

Repentance is a call to change my life, to refocus, to respond to the call of Jesus to 

follow him.  If I can just become aware of this call and take even the smallest step back 

home, then, given how we see in the gospels Jesus dealing with all kinds of people, I 

can know and trust one thing- that God will not turn me away, that not even my 
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imperfect and often very limited repentance will make Christ turn his back on me, that 

my failure to turn around completely cannot and will not undo the compassion of the 

Father who hitches up His robes, runs to me, and embraces with the love of a parent 

who wants nothing more than to simply to see once again his son or daughter.. 


