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 Congratulations! You have accomplished the most important thing; you have returned. You 

have returned to worship. You are seeking God. This is the first and most important step. After we take 

this first step, all of the other good things are possible. 
 I'm guessing you have felt the power of returning in other places in recent months. I'll never 

forget my first visit to the library after more than 15 months. As I walked through the doors and into 

the lobby of the Main Library on Salina Street, I felt a rush of energy and gladness.  

 The impact of returning is even stronger when we are returning to a treasured person or activity. 

In recent months, some of us have been able to be with our friends, or children, or parents again, after 
many months apart. The critical activity is to return. We return to the people and places and activities 

that bring us strength and wholeness. Then all of the other good things can happen. 

 Today you have accomplished one of the most important things for the strengthening and 

goodness of your life. You have returned to this place where we seek to be in the presence of the Lord 

of love. You have returned to worship. You have returned to say these prayers again. After 16 months 
you have returned to sing these prayers we call hymns. You have returned to sit in the silence and be 

still before the one who created you in the image of divine goodness. 

 You have returned to this place and time where we follow the practice of our Hebrew ancestors: 

we say the prayer of confession. A wise old pastor once told me that the unique gift of the Hebrew 
scriptures and the Jewish faith is that they are powerfully reflective and self-critical. We can see the 

reflective orientation of self-examination in Judaism in Jewish practices. The Jewish faith brings a 

unique gift to the world, which is the practice of confession. This is a process of reflection and self-

emptying and absolution. And so we should not be surprised that the most holy day in the Jewish 

calendar is Yom Kippur, which is a religious celebration centered on the practice of self-examination 

and confession. 

 We also see the unique self-critical character of Judaism in the Hebrew scriptures. When we 

read the Hebrew scriptures we can identify three great, heroic leaders: Abraham, Moses and 

David.They are not portrayed as perfect; they exhibit obvious human weaknesses. David, in particular, 

commits terrible sins.  

 My suggestion to you is that the story of David, Bathsheba and Uriah is at the center of David's 

story, and is at the center of Hebrew scriptures. In 2021 we would say that the story of David and 

Bathsheba is a feature of King David's story, not a bug. King David was the greatest king in the history 

of Israel. And the story of David's sins is one the most powerful episodes in the story of Israel. 

 This story makes us cringe; that is the point. The hero of the story, the one we have come to love 
and admire, is making terrible mistakes. That is the point. 

 The first mistake is not good, but we can easily imagine how it happens. David notices, and then 

watches one of his neighbors when she is in a place of vulnerability. The first mistake opens a door to a 

second mistake, which is much worse. David sends a servant to bring the woman to his house. The 

second mistake opens a door to a third mistake, which is even worse than the second. David has 
intercourse with this woman who is extremely vulnerable to his power. The third mistake leads to a 

fourth and more and more mistakes.  

 The final mistake is the most terrible of all. It is a mistake that ends someone's life. David orders 

that Uriah be placed in the front of the hardest place of combat, and then abandoned by the rest of the 

army, to be viciously slaughtered by the enemy. A small mistake leads to a worse mistake, and then to 
a worse mistake, and on until the hero of the story kills a righteous, innocent man.  



 This is the point of the story. The greatest king of Israel was capable of terrible sins. We are also 

capable of terrible sins. Our small mistakes can lead us to big mistakes, and sometimes to tragic 
mistakes. This is what I have seen in my life. Small mistakes often lead us to bigger mistakes, which 

often lead us to tragic mistakes.  

 This idea is at the center of our practice of confession. In the Mishnah the story is told of the 

students who ask the rabbi, "how often should we confess our sins?" The rabbi, replies, "You should 

confess your sins on the day before you die." The students reply, "But we do not know which day we 
will die!" The rabbi then says, "That is true. Perhaps it would be a good idea to confess your sins every 

day." 

 We can guess that David was not in the habit of confessing his sins every day. If David had said 

the prayer of confession after he had made his first mistake or his second mistake, he would have 

stopped himself. He would have examined his actions and realized he had made a bad mistake. 
 This is the power of the confession. When we confess our sins we examine our actions. We 

bring to the front of our minds those things we would prefer to keep hidden away. When we bring our 

mistakes to the front of our minds we have the opportunity to leave our harmful words and actions 

behind. We give them to God. We ask for forgiveness. When we receive forgiveness from God or from 

a person we have injured we are strengthened. We are strengthened by God's grace; we are 
strengthened by following the way of forgiveness given to us by Jesus. 

 The prayer of confession seems strange to many people today. Some churches have made the 

decision to remove the prayer of confession, precisely because it feels strange for people who are less 

familiar with our religious practices. It seems strange that we arrive at a stronger, better place by 
examining and confessing our sins.  

 This is what I noticed when I first joined the Episcopal church 26 years ago. I was surprised by 

the power of the confession, so when I was in seminary, I felt compelled to engage in a deeper 

investigation. I wrote a term paper about the power of the confession. I read books and articles written 

by theologians and clinical psychologists about why rituals of confession bring strength and healing for 

people. I learned four main ideas about the power of rituals of confession.  

 First, people need a ritual for acknowledging and setting aside the mistakes they have made. 

This activity of consciously setting aside some part of ourselves brings us freedom to choose  a 

different future for ourselves. Second, we can see the power of confession by its absence. We can see a 

vivid difference in the character and actions of individuals who are clearly unrepentant. An absence of 

repentance leads us only to greater anger and grief, to emotional illness and tragic mistakes. Third, we 

can see the depth of our need for confession and absolution as traditional religious practices have 

declined. Those who are not religious seek out alternative forms of confession and absolution. One of 

the healthiest alternatives for non-religious people involves talking with a therapist. Finally, people are 

strengthened by words of forgiveness. Forgiveness only comes after we have examined our mistakes 
and acknowledged our responsibility. 

 It all starts with a simple step, a step you are taking today. You can take the same step tomorrow 

and the next day. The first step is for us to return. The first step is for us to return to this place, to this 

book of prayers, to these words of Holy Scripture, to this family of God's people. And so we return to 

the one who creates us in the image of divine love. And so we return to a place and a condition of 
wholeness. 

 

 

 

 
 


