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I told this story once before, only a few days ago, to a small group of folks gathered in the Parish Hall. 
You may have heard it, but it bears repeating, I think, especially as we enter what remains of this day and what 
begins in this season. Back when I was preparing for ordination, my spiritual director suggested I consider 
making my first confession. I’d never done confession before, and the suggestion struck me as more than a little 
judgmental. But he tried to explain the whole process in a way that made it all sound very generous and open, 
and I bought it. For one thing, he reminded me that, in the Episcopal Church, we call it something different. We 
call it “Reconciliation” instead of “Confession.” The emphasis is on making right what I’ve made wrong, and 
the confessing is just a means to an end, or so I thought. I took that to mean that, in the course of things, I would 
learn the steps I’d need to take when I was finished, you know, a checklist of making things right. It all seemed 
very practical, barely glancing at God in the process, so the threat level dropped.  

The next time we met, I told him I was ready to confess. He said I was wrong. I couldn’t understand. I’d 
spent a whole month going back and forth on the idea of confessing, and when I finally had myself all geared up 
to do it, he said no! Or rather, he said not yet. Deciding to confess, he patiently explained, was not the same 
thing as preparing to confess. So he gave me my homework. Take as much time as you need, write things down 
if you must, and when you’ve thought through your whole life all the way up to today, then, then you’ll be 
ready. He did say this wasn’t necessarily about confessing all those things I’d ever done wrong, like pulling hair 
in second grade or stealing my dad’s lukewarm cokes out of the barn. It was about confessing those things I’d 
done wrong that I still carried with me, the things I couldn’t let go of.  

Well, that narrowed a lifetime of sin down considerably, so I started the process. For my own self, I used 
the ten commandments as a starting point. One at a time, I thought through each one, remembered how 
effectively, or not, I’d lived into them. Pretty soon, I realized I was gonna need a pen and paper to keep track of 
the ever-growing list. By the time I finished the ten commandments, though, I still felt like there were some 
gaps. So I used the seven deadly sins as my next outline. At the end of that, I added a sort of spiritual general 
malaise category of miscellaneous weights I still carried. After three or four months of this -  months! - I was 
ready. The list filled several pages of a full-sized legal pad. I’d thoroughly ticked a box on the way to making 
things right. I was ready. We scheduled a time, arranged for private use of a little stone chapel at Sewanee, and I 
waited, impatient for this making right business to get started. After all, I was ready.  

I was not ready. When I came to the chapel, my spiritual director -- a man who had laughed with me, 
delighted in his dogs finding a cozy place to sit on my lap, shared the struggles of his wife’s health -- my 
spiritual director was different. He sat behind the altar rail, facing off to one side, his purple stole hanging by his 
ankles. The room was silent as I bumbled my way in, breaking the silence with too much enthusiasm and an 
overzealous, “Howdy!” But he held the silence, gestured to Christ’s altar, and said, “You are welcome here. 
Whenever you’re ready.” 

I was not ready. I set my bag down, pulled out my notes, and knelt at the rail facing him, but his eyes 
gazed straight ahead, so we didn’t make eye contact. But I knew he was there, and I knew he was listening, 
hearing, but never judging. I was not ready. I don’t know how many of those notes I actually said out loud. I 
think I said everything. I know I said more. I’d been so proud of creating that list, and now, before God’s altar 
and a priest of God’s church, that pride melted away. I don’t think it was replaced by shame, at least not as I 
usually think of it. I think that pride was replaced by embarrassment, and then quickly, relief. Y’all, I knelt there 
speaking my sins for two and a half hours, and finally, finally it was done. He took a deep breath, turning his 
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head and finally looking in my eyes, and he said those closing words: “The Lord has put away all your sins. Go 
in peace, and pray for me, a sinner.” The room faded away, and it was only him, and me, and that rail as I lifted 
myself to stand. Knees creaked, and the sacredness in the air was so overwhelming, that I felt this urge to make 
things go back to normal. So, I made some silly joke, but he wouldn’t let me break that sacredness. He only said 
again, “Go in peace, and pray for me, a sinner.” 

So I left, not sure if it was peace I went with, exactly. I don’t remember much for a while after, a sort of 
foggy movement, but not much else. But finally, I became aware of my surroundings. See, I had unintentionally 
wandered my way into a cemetery, and there, immediately in front of me, was a gravestone the size of a small 
couch. And in big, block letters, all-caps, it spelled BROOKS. I fell there, wept on that grave. An hour, I 
watered the old moss and still I wept - for an hour! I was not ready.  

But the tears passed. Tears for what, I don’t know. Maybe the loss of those things I’d carried, sins, yes, 
but familiar sins that had been with me for decades. Old friends, toxic ones, but reliable, now gone. Maybe 
that’s where the tears came from. Or maybe the tears came as gratitude filled what’d been emptied. Or maybe, 
maybe tears are just what happens when Christ comes so fully into life.  

Eventually, I made my way back home, and when I saw my wife, I felt this pure, unadulterated joy, and 
all I could do was hold her. I couldn’t speak. And when I saw my best friend, I leapt like John in the womb, and 
I hugged him, and I could only barely squeak. The entire rest of the day was so light. Easy. Nothing to carry and 
air cleared. I was not ready, but I was just so grateful.  

Now, I thought I was going in to make things right, and maybe some of that came in a tangible sense 
later. What I wasn’t ready for was that I would be made right. That wasn’t the plan. That wasn’t supposed to 
happen. I was supposed to begin at the rail and finish when my work was done. But, of course, I began months 
before I knelt at that rail, maybe even years before. And the work wasn’t mine to do. It had already been done. 
See, I’m not the one that put away all my sins.  

Y’all, Lent, Lent is my favorite season. That is not to say it is the most fun. It’s not about fun, not at all. 
Filling those pages in that legal pad, that was not what I’d call fun. Spending months thinking of all the ways 
I’d gone wrong, that wasn’t fun, either. And kneeling in front of another person for two and a half hours only to 
find myself weeping on a gravestone for another hour, that, most certainly, was not fun. But if that is the path it 
takes to lead me to the overwhelming joy of God, then I will follow it everyday of my life. And that is why Lent 
is my favorite season. Not because I think it’s fun. It’s not. Lent is important to me because I know what waits 
on the other side. That is, nothing short of the Risen Christ. Nothing short his grace for my own life, and for 
yours, and for all the world. The Lord has put away all your sins. Go in peace, and pray for me, a sinner.  
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