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Repentance: Penance Service 2011 

Confession,  Reconciliation- the Sacrament  that is the most broken, the 

most difficult for us to receive as a gift of the gospel, the one with the most 

unhealthy practices surrounding it.  We tend to think either that we have 

nothing to confess, to acknowledge before God- “I’m good”- or we tend to 

return to the way of the Pharisees and to think of sin as breaking rules, and 

regulations and laws.  How can we move beyond or through this snarl? 

“For sin is ultimately a refusal to grow.”  (Archbishop Jean 
Danielou) 

This is God’s world.  It is now clearer to us than ever that God 

created a universe of expansion and evolution.  To resist growth and 

transcendence in God’s universe, then, goes against the grain of the 

universe.  All living things repeatedly face the choice between 

adaptation, or growth, and extinction, because this is not a static, 

sterile, neo-Platonic universe.  This is a dynamic, fertile creation of 

the living God.  Where sin increases- where resistance to growth, 

transcendence and inclusion increases- what abounds more?  God’s 

grace, God’s invitation to grow into ever increasing aliveness, 

goodness and love. (McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity) 

“You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Matthew 5:48) 

Teleios- what does it mean, to be “perfect”?  That word conjures up 

so much moralism, so much legalism, such a sense that “if I don’t get 

it right, and get it completely right, God will . . . God will what? Turn 

His back on me?  Close the gates on me? Send me to hell and make 
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me suffer conscious torture for eternity?  What? That word “perfect” 

can do so much damage to our relationship with God. 

And yet, there is another way of translating this verse, “You, 

therefore, need to be complete, as your heavenly Father is 

complete.”-  it can change the sense and feeling of this verse entirely- 

“Become what God has always intended you to be”.   

“Be complete, because you are now incomplete.” 

What stands in the way of that?  What impedes my “completion”?  

What do I hang on to inadvertently, or purposefully, or ignorantly or 

consciously that stops me from reaching my “completion”, that stops 

me from growing to where  I need to grow?  What, in fact, am I being 

called to grow towards?  If the goal of Christian life is to attain to the 

“mind of Christ”, what stops me?  What impedes me from attaining to 

the “mind of Christ”? The truth is- many things.  All kinds of things: 

“Therefore, I pray Thee: have mercy upon me and forgive my 
transgressions both voluntary and involuntary, of word and of deed, 
committed in knowledge or in ignorance, and make me worthy to 
partake without condemnation of Thy most pure Mysteries, for the 
remission of my sins, and unto life everlasting. Amen.”- the words of 
the prayer before Holy Communion in the Byzantine Liturgy. 

What in me refuses to grow, refuses to allow me to change?  

It’s a huge question.  And it’s at the center of the Sacrament 

of Reconcilation. 

In tonight’s gospel, the contrast is between Simon and the “sinful woman”.  

I would suggest the difference, the fundamental difference between the two 

of them, is about the refusal to grow.  Simon is stuck- stuck like we so often 
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get stuck-  He knows his place in the scheme of things.  He knows how to 

act, he knows how to behave appropriately.  He even invites Jesus into his 

house to dinner.  Why did he do that?  Maybe out of curiosity.  Maybe out 

of even a slight interest in this odd and troubling rabbi.  Maybe he sensed 

that this rabbi could somehow take him the next step, nudge him 

somewhere he was afraid to go by himself.   

But when he gets Jesus in his own space, his own place, Simon reverts to 

his default, like we all tend to do.  He can’t move towards Him.  It almost 

seems that he is afraid of Him. He can’t honor Him by washing His feet, or 

seeing that his feet get washed by one of his servants, or even giving 

Jesus a kiss. That would be too much, too dangerous, too intimate, too 

much like a commitment of some kind.  Simon is stuck.  He refuses to 

move any further, to grow beyond the clothes, the rules, the system that he 

knows so well, because growth would mean turning things upside down, 

undoing everything that he knows.  It would be growing.  It would be taking 

the next step, and Simon can’t take it. 

Then, this woman, a “sinful woman”- and we all know what that means 

because women can be sinful in only one way- this woman comes in.  How 

she got in is my question.   She certainly wasn’t invited. She was a party-

crasher.  You can almost imagine her making her way into the group before 

anybody realized what was happening, and then it was too late.  She was 

there.   

And then she begins to engage in histrionics- a kind of theatrical 

performance- weeping, dripping her tears on Jesus’ feet, wiping his feet 

with her hair and kissing them.  What a performance!  Simon must have 
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been furious.  He probably thought- “I knew I shouldn’t have invited this 

rabbi, because as soon as he comes into my house, what comes in after 

him?  A tart, a trollop, a strumpet, a floozy!  In my house!”   And he was 

right- that is exactly what she is. 

And yet she, and not Simon, is the one who represents us, or at least “us, 

as Jesus would have us be”.  She is the one who takes the next step, who 

shifts out of where she was, takes the risk, and comes to Jesus, not 

knowing exactly how he’ll react.  I would venture to guess that this woman, 

like Simon, had  also been stuck, stuck for years in her own way of living, 

her own life-style.  But here she is, weeping- tears that Jesus interprets as 

“tears of repentance”. 

And what enabled her to move, to take this next step in her life?  That’s a 

hard question to answer.  But Jesus does gives us a pretty big clue- “I tell 

you, her many sins have been forgiven, because she has shown great 

love”.  It seems that somehow we can’t move, we can’t grow, we can’t take 

the next step towards God until we actually begin to love that towards 

which we are moving.  And maybe that’s the fundamental difference 

between this woman and Simon- the woman somehow came to love the 

rabbi, and Simon didn’t. 

And maybe this is the key to what real repentance is- before we can grow, 

before we can move the next step towards our “completion”, before we can 

acknowledge and confess that we have been stuck, we have to learn to 

love anew.  And maybe without that, there is no such thing as 

“repentance”- at least as Jesus meant it. 
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“Abide in me, and I in you.  As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless 

it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. (John 15:4) 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another just as I have loved 

you.” (John 15:12) 

 


