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22 August 2010  

Luke 5:1-11

What’s the point of confession?  

I began this sermon by referring to this item on the church news sheet:


Did you notice the words our Reader Joy used to introduce the Confession this week:   ‘God the Father forgives us in Christ and heals us by the Holy Spirit.  Let us therefore put away all anger and bitterness, all slander and malice, and confess our sins to God our redeemer’?
I wonder what was going on in your head while you were saying those words?  Were you thinking about what you should be saying to God in confession, as we said the Confession together?  These are words we say week by week.  And this is both the strength and weakness of Anglican liturgy.  The sameness can be familiar and helpful,l like an old pair of walking boots – we can go further with them because they fit us so well – OR, we may be one of those people for whom saying the same things week in week out is deadening.  As the old proverb says, Familiarity breeds contempt.’  Sometimes people say to me they enjoy it when the service is different, when the liturgy changesm instead of saying the same old words, parrot-fashion.  For if we’re not careful, our speaking the words of the service can become parrot-fashion.  Parrots may learn to mouth, or should I say ‘beak’
some words, but we don’t think for a minute, do we, that the parrot understands what it’s saying?  We can get like that, saying the words of liturgy without engaging our hearts and minds, without really paying attention to God – and it is GOD – whom we have come here to worship.
Sometimes you may come to church bringing all sorts of things with God – sometimes we come in a rush or a fluster.  I don’t come here in a fluster because I come to the 8 a.m. service and stay on.  It’s only the last 10 minutes when people get me in a fluster!  Sometimes we feel good, but at the beginning of our service we need time to collect our thoughts before God.  We say the Collect for Purity, asking God to open our hearts, and then, at the beginning of most services, and certainly at the beginning of the standard Communion service in the Church of England, we ask God’s forgiveness.  Do you spend much time thinking about what you’re going to say at that moment?
I’ll just let that question hang for a moment, to let you think about it.

When I’ve talked to people over the years, they seem to have one of two attitudes to confession.  Either, they pretty much say to me;

Well, I don’t really sin as such.  Sins are big things, aren’t they?  I try to live a good life and I don’t bother anyone – so I don’t really feel there’s much to confess.’  

These people think that sin is something that other people do, not they themselves.

Other people feel very unworthy to be in God’s presence, they are all too aware of their own faults and weaknesses and find it hard to accept that God loves them and can forgive them.

Neither of these extremes are very helpful ways of thinking.

So what can we learn from the Gospel passage we’ve just heard?  
When Peter realises who Jesus is – when he glimpses, through the miracle of the miraculous catch of fish, the reality that Jesus is God – when he sees the gratuitous generosity of God in Christ – let’s face it, not just an average catch of fish, but a huge catch, so much that the boat is almost swamped – then Peter shrinks away from Jesus.  He is immediately aware of his sinfulness.
Sinfulness – that’s a difficult word isn’t it.  Society has a tendency to focus on sex and make sin synonymous with sexual sin and I don’t think that’s very helpful either.  There is a different way to think about it?  Sin is what separates us from God, what draw us away from following Christ and what runs counter to the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  At the heart of the word SIN there is a much smaller word.  Do you know what that is?  yes, it’s the word ‘I’.  If we continually think about ‘I’ all the time, if we put ourselves at the centre of everything and think about how we are impacted by other people all the time, then there will be no space to put God at the centre of our lives.  For that is where God should be – at the centre of our lives.  I would have liked to have chosen Margaret Rizza’s song, ‘You are the centre, Lord, of my life’ for our worship this morning, but you don’t know it yet.  We shall have to learn it and sing it next year.  It’s a very human thing, to let all our life revolve around ‘I’ – what I want.  It’s human nature to be selfish and self-centred, but it separates us from God.  And if ‘I’ is always at the centre, then there’s won’t be room for God.
So when we come to confession, we should come bringing our sins to God – not in fear but in humility and trust.  What is it in the bible passage that Jesus says when Peter says to him, ‘Lord, go away from me, for I am a sinful man.’?  Jesus says to him, ‘Don not be afraid’.  Those words are said to us more times than any other in the New Testament – Do not be afraid.  We don’t need to be afraid to bring our sins to God.  Sins which are those things which have got between us and God, those things which have grieved God’s heart of love.  We don’t need to cringe like Peter does here, but we need to hear Jesus say, ‘Do not be afraid.’  And why do we need to hear that?  Well, because Father Tony said so!  Being brought up as I was in a conservative Evangelical tradition, it was very easy to think of being sinful and unworthy, and of abasing ourselves before God – and when I was an ordinand on placement at the ecumenical University Chaplaincy at York, I remember talking one day to John, Graham and Fr. Tony who was the Catholic chaplain.  We were talking about just this subject – and Fr. Tony said, ‘We shouldn’t be afraid to come before God with our sins, because we are created in God’s image.  God created us to bear God’s image, and that gives us great dignity in God’s eyes.’  And I found that really helpful and I’ve never forgotten it.

So how can we bring our sins before God?  How can we make our Confession real, and not just something said ‘parrot fashion’? I want to make three suggestions for you to think about:

· We can prepare beforehand.  We can take some time before the service to think about what we need to bring to God in those moments of confession.  When might you do that?  In a quiet five minutes before the service starts?  Well, that depends on whether you arrive 5 minutes early, and whether you can manage some quiet when all around you are talking.  Some have said that our church is too noisy before worship, and that may be true.  It’s certainly something for us to think about.
· of we prepare a little, we can better engage our hearts and minds with the words of the Confession itself, so we can mean them.

· Perhaps you can also cultivate a time for reflective prayer each day, or regularly?  A time to let your thoughts wander back over the day, or the previous day, asking yourself, ‘Where was God in my day?  Where did I feel God’s presence?  What brought me closer to God?  What pulled me away from God?’

And lastly, in our worship today, let us remember Jesus generous calling and gifting of Simon Peter, and let us connect the Confession to today’s post-Communion prayer:
God of all mercy,

in this Eucharist you have set aside our sins

and given us your healing:

grant that we who are made whole in Christ

may bring that healing to this broken world,

in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.
Canon Robert began our short series of sermons on worship last week by encouraging us to thinking about our Sunday worship as: 


bringing our whole selves to God, 


focussing on and attending to God, 


then going out into the world again to serve God. 


He told us of Bishop Michael Marshall’s words:  The worship is over; let the service begin!





So we see that when we gather together on a Sunday to worship, our focus should be on God.


In the next three weeks we’re going to explore further some ideas about worship, and this morning Revd. Diane looks at something we say week by week – the Confession – and asks what place confession has, both in our worship and in our daily lives.











