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Repentance 

Does it ever happen to you that as you’re reading a book or watching a movie or TV, you’re 

mentally cheering for a character to make a different choice? I’m not talking about choosing to 

turn left instead of right, or choosing to pursue the relationship or not, but rather, choosing to be 

honest, or kind, or humble, rather than allowing past hurts or pride to rule one’s actions. 

 

I’ve confessed to you before that one of my guilty pleasures is reading dime store mystery 

novels, and this dynamic plays itself out regularly in that genre, although you really see it 

throughout literature and film. It’s at work in all of the Bronte sisters’ works – why won’t she 

just be honest about how she feels? It’s at the core of the drama in “Hamlet” and “Macbeth.” 

And Sir Walter Scott brilliantly sums it up in this quote often attributed to Shakespeare, “Oh 

what a tangled web we weave/When first we practice to deceive.” 

 

Now, lest classic literature leaves you cold, I’d also point out that the tension of the reader (us) 

knowing that humility and honesty will save a character a lot of grief, struggle, and pain, is at the 

heart of the drama in many modern movies and sitcoms. In so many sitcoms and movies today, 

the whole premise is that we, the audience, know better than the flawed characters, and so 

throughout the show, we’re cheering for their conversion, cheering for them to see the light, to 

come clean, and to find resolution. In truly good books and movies, along with conversion to a 

more honest, more humble way of being, we see that this change isn’t easy, that it comes at a 

cost. 

 

Scripture 

Enter our scriptures for today as we celebrate the Second Sunday of Advent, this second week of 

the church year, dedicated to preparing for the birth of our savior. The Gospel we read today is a 

familiar one, we read a variation of it several times a year in church, the story of John the Baptist 

going out to the wilderness where he preaches a baptism of repentance and conversion for the 

forgiveness of sin. 

 

Now, there are some interesting nuances that are particularly interesting when reading Luke’s 

version of the John the Baptist story and reading it during Advent. First, there’s that list of rulers 

that Luke starts with. The function of this list is to create a context. These events are happening 

in a very real time and place. It’s the opposite to the literary device, “Once upon a time, in a land 

far, far away…” By naming the rulers of the day and the year of their reign, we’re being told, 

“This is real. This is happening.” And in turn, if it happened for real, it could happen again. 

 

Second, the list mixes up both Roman politicians and Jewish religious leaders. Luke does this to 

tell us, as he is setting the stage for John’s (and therefore Jesus’) ministry, not only are the 

Jewish people suffering under the hands of corrupt political systems, the religious leaders had 

sold out to the power and prestige of aligning themselves with that corruption. 

 

The reason we read this passage in Advent, then, why we read it as we prepare for Christ to be 

born in our lives once again, is that it is John “teeing up” the transition of Jesus’ ministry away 



from temple sacrifice and toward a more intimate religious and spiritual relationship with the 

divine. By naming that the religious leaders are in cahoots with the corrupt political leaders, we 

are supposed to see that Jesus has a new and better way, a way that is more life giving and 

healing and generative than the fear and power dynamics that breed amidst greed and oppression. 

John is setting up Jesus’ way of life which, rather than being rooted in rules and law, is rooted in 

love. And he does that, first, by preaching repentance and conversion. 

 

Repentance and Conversion.  

They’re not very popular notions today, especially not in progressive churches. Sure, other 

churches may talk a lot about sin and the need for repentance, but churches like ours tend to 

emphasize love and compassion and mercy and justice, rather than sin and transgression and 

immorality and guilt. 

 

Conversion 

I’d like to suggest today that repentance and conversion, that is, acknowledging when we’ve 

been in the wrong and working to behave differently in the future, is absolutely central to a 

Christian life, is absolutely central to preparing ourselves for Christmas, is absolutely central to 

the flourishing of the gospel of love. Jesus’ way is the disrupting of toxic power dynamics, and 

instead being honest and integrated. Rather than building up walls of protection and power, Jesus 

leads us into vulnerability and intimacy. 

 

When John the Baptist was drawing people out of the cities, out of the ways that the political and 

economic and religious systems had tangled and contorted one another to maintain control and 

influence, he set the stage for Jesus’ ministry by telling the people to look inward, to 

acknowledge the ways that they had internalized the systems of fear and greed and oppression, 

and to commit themselves to being different. 

 

Application 

I started today, reflecting on books and movies and TV, how we often cheer for a character to 

make good choices, and how frustrating it is when they don’t. In my cozy mystery novels, it 

always drives me batty when the main character withholds information or pridefully decides to 

handle something on their own. It drives me batty, because it is so obvious that if the characters 

were transparent and honest, if they would work together, everything would work out so much 

better. I understand that the deceit and rugged independence build drama in the story, but that 

doesn’t make the dynamic any less frustrating. 

 

Perhaps this is why so many of you join me in our love of the writings of Louise Penny. 

Throughout her Inspector Gamache series, the main character mentors those around him by 

teaching them that there are four sentences that lead to wisdom: 

 

1. I don’t know. 

2. I need help. 

3. I’m sorry. 

4. I was wrong. 

 



Louise Penny’s books are secular, and yet Inspector Gamache serves as a modern-day Canadian 

John the Baptist, drawing people out of the toxic systems of getting ahead and might makes 

right, and preservation of what’s mine at all costs, and into a wilderness of true interaction with 

one another, of relationship and growth and healing and compassion. 

 

Friends, I’d like to suggest to you today that the road to repentance and conversion, the road to a 

truly Christ-filled Christmas, the road to Christ being born in our lives once more, is paved by 

Inspector Gamache’s four sentences: 1.) I don’t know. 2.) I need help. 3.) I’m sorry. 4.) I was 

wrong. What these sentences do, is put flesh on John the Baptist’s repentance and conversion. 

They give us concrete tools for turning away from pride and fear, and toward humility, honesty, 

and integrity. 

 

It’s interesting to note that our passage from the Book of the Prophet Malachi which Pat read for 

us today reminds us that repentance and conversion will be like a refiner’s fire and like fuller’s 

soap. Both of those are harsh. A refiner’s fire burns away the impurities, and fuller’s soap is a 

caustic, putrid substance used to cleanse fiber and particularly wool. 

 

This is an important reminder that the process of repentance and conversion will not be without 

struggle, will not be without pain, won’t be pretty. And yet, as we look at our world today, at the 

politics, at the systems, at the economics, and even at our own lives, we find ourselves at a place 

very similar to that of John the Baptist. We’re not proclaiming, “In the fifteenth year of the reign 

of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea,” but in reality, only the names 

have changed. 

 

The real work of Advent, the real work of preparing for Christmas, isn’t getting the lights up on 

the house or the baking done, it’s not getting the cards out and the presents wrapped, it’s 

repentance and conversion. It’s committing ourselves to being a part of Jesus’ ways instead of 

the ways of destruction and oppression. It’s preparing the way of the Lord, which starts with 

being humble and honest. 

 

There are 19 days left until Christmas. My prayer for all of us this season, is that we will work to 

integrate the four sentences of repentance into our daily lives: 

 

1. I don’t know. 

2. I need help. 

3. I’m sorry. 

4. I was wrong. 

 

In doing so, we will be well on our way to lives of conversion, lives hospitable to birthing God’s 

very being into the world. 
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