



God wanted the world to have a you. And a me. And the person next to you. The person 
behind you. The person in front of you. The person you’re missing most. The person you can’t 
wait to see this week. The person you’re dreading seeing at dinner tomorrow. We were all 
pregnancies, we were all babies, we were all miracles, we all could have not happened. God 
wanted the world to have us. God wanted us. We are all a sign that God wanted the people of 
the day we arrived to go on.


This baby, the baby whose 
arrival we celebrate 
tonight and tomorrow — 
He was also a sign that 
God wanted people to go 
on. “And this will be a sign 
for you: you will find a 
babe wrapped in 
swaddling cloths and lying 
in a manger."


But this baby also 
signified a change in the 
way God wanted us to go 
on. This baby, Jesus, 
Emmanuel, God-with-us, 
was a sign that God 
wanted us to go on — 
knowing God’s love. A 
love that was down to 
earth that God’s very self 
came down to earth and 
real. A love that was so 
much for everyone that 
God made sure the baby 
was born to every day 
kind of people. Not kings 
and queens, but a 
carpenter and his fiancée 
from Nazareth. A love that 
is so complete, God made 
sure we knew the child 
wasborn
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John 8:31-32: To the Jews who had 
believed him, Jesus said, "If you hold to 
my teaching, you are really my 
disciples. Then you will know the 
truth, and the truth will set you free."

I was having a conversation this 
week with a college student who is 
thinking about the future, and 
something popped out of my 
mouth that I didn’t expect to say. 
Do you ever do that? You open 
your mouth, out comes some deep 
truth, and it kind of surprises you? 
I said choosing Truman State 
University for my undergrad 
degree was one of the best 
decisions of my life, and then I was 
struck by how true that statement 
was.

Then I said, “Well, actually,” 
(I wonder where my son gets this) 
“it was this one professor there 
who changed the course of my life 
completely.”

He will probably read this 
or hear this (I’m gonna send it to 
him), and he’ll wonder what I’m 
talking about, because it wasn’t a 
big moment. It was a tiny moment. 
It was in my sophomore year 
because he hadn’t gotten the office 
with a window yet. He was picking 
my brain about the death penalty. 
(Political Science professor.) I made 

my argument. It took about 30 
seconds. He sat back in his chair 
and said, “you can do better than a 
moral argument.”

He proceeded to tell me 
that while my faith could drive my 
opinions, there were facts, 
statistics, theories, and research 
that could provide points when I 
made an argument for that opinion. 
My faith —and I don’t really mean 
my faith —I mean the 
understanding I had of why God 
wanted things the way I was told 
God wanted things — was a weak 
basis for arguing my opinion. And 
let me just say, I was 18 and I 
hadn’t really come into my own 
with my faith or my understanding 
of scripture and history, so my 
faith-based arguments were 
embarrassingly weak.

By the age of 24, I was in 
seminary to figure all that out. That 
is not what my undergraduate 
advisor encouraged me to do with 
my life, but his words — that truth 
— changed how I did what I do 
with my life.

I don’t stand up here and 
moralize. Or tell you what your 
opinion should be on the death 
penalty. My sermons are sometimes 
too intellectual. I often leave you 
with more questions than answers. 
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I thank Jesus Christ, John Wesley (the founder of 
the Methodist movement), and Dr. Paul Parker for 
all of that.

Dr. Parker challenged me to think, to 
research, to save my moral outrage, to make better 
arguments for the things I believed in, and to be 
changed by what I learned. My dad once said, 
“Kim went to college believing in the death penalty. 
She came home from college not believing in the 
death penalty. She came home from seminary, and 
now we don’t believe in the death penalty.” (That’s 
an example; it’s not prescriptive.) My arguments 
changed and improved. My moral outrage was 
saved for acts of oppression. And all of that because 
one professor at one tiny moment respected me 
enough to tell me the truth about myself, and the 
truth set me free to develop a flourishing, thought-
filled faith life.

John 8:31-32: To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus 
said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 
disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth 
will set you free.”

Today we’re talking about confession as spiritual 
practice. The word “confession” is used two ways 
in scripture. The first is the one with which we’re 
probably most familiar and uncomfortable — the 
confession of sins. This is an ancient practice, 
discussed in the Hebrew Scriptures, all the way 
back to Leviticus 16, which describes the way the 
Israelites could confess. Just listen to the scripture. 
Leviticus 16:21-22: 

He is to lay both hands on the head of the 
live goat and confess over it all the 
wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—
all their sins—and put them on the goat’s 
head. He shall send the goat away into the 
wilderness in the care of someone 
appointed for the task. The goat will carry 
on itself all their sins to a remote place; and 
the man shall release it in the wilderness.

This is from whence we get the term “scapegoat.” 

There’s this thread about the necessity of 
confession running through the Hebrew scriptures, 
and sometimes it’s about personal sin, but most of 
the time it’s communal sin. On the day of 
Atonement, Yom Kippur, Jewish people gather in 
synagogues and confess all the sins. All. the. Sins. 
Because if I didn’t do it, maybe you did, and this is 
about us. In a related way, we join in a confession in 
our communion liturgy, and there’s the communal 
prayer and then the time for personal confession. 
And maybe you don’t feel like you did one of those 
things we’re confessing, but maybe I did, and this is 
about us. Personal confession comes later.

As you move into Christian scripture, it’s 
less about communal sin, in part because we’re all 
not one family and nation anymore. There’s also 
this other idea of confession, that we need to 
personally confess our faith in Jesus Christ. This 
comes up a few times in the letters of Timothy, this 
idea that you have to confess Jesus Christ.

And so what does confession mean? If you 
watch crime dramas, you know the detectives are 
always trying to get what? A confession. But if you 
confess to something and you actually didn’t do it, 
it’s a? False confession. So there’s this angle on 
confession that it actually has to be truth to count. 

And when we confess Jesus Christ, we’re 
also just saying our truth out loud. I believe in the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We say 
these things sometimes called “Confessions of 
faith,” the Creeds, and they’re a list of things we 
believe. I always preface the saying of them by 
telling you to only say the things you believe. No 
false confessions here. God desires confession. God 
wants our truth.

During the Third Reich in Germany, the state took 
over the church, and the Protestant churches that 
resisted called themselves “the confessing church,” 
because they were based on shared confession of 
faith and not by Nazi ideas, (which included 
removing the Hebrew Scriptures from the Bible 
because they were Jewish). There’s a caveat here. 
The confessing church didn’t form because of moral 
outrage at the treatment of their Jewish brothers 
and sisters, but because they didn’t think the 
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government should run the church. Some of them 
helped Jewish people escape. Some of the 
Confessing Church pastors ended up in 
concentration camps. The label of “confessing” 
didn’t mean they sat around saying their sins. It 
really came down to where their truth was.

John 8:31-32: To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus 
said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 
disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth 
will set you free."

Confession is about truth, about telling the truth. 
It’s really hard for me to judge how long I need to 
leave on Communion Sundays for confession time 
because my confession practice is probably not 
what you’re doing during that time. I have never 
shared with anyone how I confess, and I thought it 
might be helpful for you to hear an example:

“Lord, I don’t have anything on the list of 
the big sins, but I feel really weird about this 
disagreement I had the other day with so-and-so. I 
think my response to them wasn’t great. It didn’t 
feel like something you’d say, and I spend way too 
much time thinking about it. .At the same time, I’m 
really angry that they said, “blah blah blah,” 
because that’s stupid and disrespectful, so I popped 
off, and now that I think about it, I could have said 
something worse, so thanks that I didn’t, and yeah, 
I don’t really know how much of this is my fault, so 
I’m just gonna give this whole thing to you, and I 
should probably tell the congregation they’re 
forgiven now. More later.”

I wish I did that better, but that’s how I do that. I 
just say my truth and ask God to work in the 
situations that feel wrong. Often, when I share 
those things with God, I find myself saying things 
in prayer that surprise me. I open my mouth (in my 
head), out comes some deep truth, and I’m like, 
“Oh, that’s really, really true.” 

I guess it would be really nice if sins were 
all straightforward, but if sins are the things that 
separate us from God, they’re probably kinda 
complicated. Because life is complicated. And 
situations are complicated. And feelings are 

complicated. What we meant and what people 
heard is complicated. And there’s only so much 
time. So I’ve stopped waiting until I’ve figured out 
if I’m wrong or they’re wrong, and I just spit it all 
out in prayer — all the messes among me and other 
people, all the stuff that’s in the way of feeling right 
with God. I process my stuff with God. I just tell 
God the truth about the mess.

Jesus was right, because confessing by 
telling the truth about whatever is going on — even 
if it’s a jumbled mess of emotions and thoughts — 
it sets me free. Since I stopped trying to fit the list of 
sins I could remember and started just telling God 
the real stuff, I find that my relationship with God 
feels better to me, that I recognize, in my most 
troublingly complicated situations, God’s presence 
and action. I am more appreciative when those 
things get solved because I’ve put them in God’s 
lap. And, because I am sometimes surprised when I 
say something I didn’t realize I believed, I learn 
more about how I really feel.

So I’m not going to tell you you need to pick 
up the spiritual practice of confession of your sins 
because that's what good people do. In part, I won’t 
do that because of Dr. Paul Parker, who taught me 
that’s an insufficient argument. But I will tell you 
that scripture, from some of the earliest to the latest, 
says God desires confession, and confession is 
about truth.

Confession, whether it’s about sins, crimes, 
or Jesus Christ, is telling the truth. And the truth is 
that things are messy and complicated and we 
often don’t what what part of the wrong in things is 
our own. God wants our truth. Jesus says the truth 
will set us free. And that is my experience as well. 

Are we looking for truth in our messes? 
Or are we looking for a scapegoat? 
Do we respect God enough to tell God the truth 
about ourselves? 
Will we let God set us free with the truth? 

Amen.
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