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A funny and profound thing happened this week at Scott’ss Centre at the 
University of Victoria, the Centre for Studies in Religion and Society. The Centre 
brought in the theologian, Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, to speak about her book, Resisting 
Structural Evil: Love as Economic-Ecological Vocation. She gave her lecture on Thursday 
evening, and on Friday there were two follow-up conversations, one in the morning 
with the UVic academics and one in the afternoon with our Diocesan clergy.  

At 11 in the morning, a couple of the academics forcefully said, “You know, I 
tend to turn off when I hear words like “sin, evil, and repentance. I don’t find them 
helpful.” At 2PM, a clergyperson said to Cynthia our speaker, “You know, I think we 
need to bring back the language of sin, evil, and repentance to our churches.” Cynthia, 
our featured speaker, couldn’t help but laugh at this whiplash inducing swing that took 
place in two hours.  

Friends, many Christians in the Pacific Northwest, in Cascadia, don’t know what 
to do with sin, the word. I mean we know how to sin—that’s no problem—but the 
word, the word gives us trouble. And, if the word sin gives us trouble, then, so will the 
word “repentance.” This leaves us at a loss when we grapple with this wild camel hair 
wearing, honey and locust eating fella, John the Baptist, who comes preaching 
repentance. I mean you can’t make head or tails out of repentance if you have no idea 
what sin means or, worse still, if you hate the very word.  

Secular university academics aren’t alone in finding words like sin, evil, and 
repentance off-putting. Actually, I believe that liberal Christians are more responsible 
for decommissioning words like sin, evil, and repentance than secular academics. I 
could be here all morning giving a long list of reasons why we have come to despise 
these words or just plain fail to resonate with them. 

I am quite sure that when a lot of us hear the word “sin” our minds actually hear 
the word, “say-in” (Southern accent); we hear the word as spoken by our Southern 
Baptist and televangelist brethren, and it turns us off. “Say-in” is almost always reduced 
to deeds done with our privates when the really serious sins usually involve what we 
do with our wallets. The language of “Say-in” sounds moralistic, privatistic, and 
punitive. At its worst, this way of talking harms our LGBTQI2S siblings and it harms us 
all by violating human dignity. Aren’t we God’s beloved creatures made in God’s 
image, infinitely beloved, and precious to God? Isn’t that the first word to be spoken 
about human beings? God saw all that God created and called it good, very good? 

So, it turns out that there are a lot of reasons to hate the word “say-in.” We use 
the word to demean our desires and sexual and gender identities, and we have used it 
to wound human dignity and worth. To put it in technical theological terms, so many 
sermons on sin seem to be saying to us, “YOU SUCK!” No one wants to hear that, and 
rightly so.  

So, why would anyone in their right minds want to bring back talk about sin, 
evil, and repentance? Do we still need John and his baptism of repentance? Do we trot 
him out on the second Sunday of Advent every year and then send him quickly 
packing, back to the desert from which he came? What might we lose if we permanently 
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retired John the Baptist and his invitation to repentance? Maybe the words, “sin” and 
“repentance” are too old fashioned to rehabilitate, like all those awful 70s clothes we 
used to wear.  

So, again I ask, why would anyone in their right minds want to bring these 
words back? Well, in this week’s conversations at the Centre, some found we needed 
talk about evil and, secondarily, sin to talk about the destructive habits we get caught 
up in despite our best intentions. Cynthia said, that most of us really are loving people 
who want to do good in the world and take care of our families and our neighbors. But, 
despite our good intentions, we are caught up in hurtful ways of living in the world. 
The things we buy from our bananas, our clothes, to our IPhones implicate us in 
economic structures that are destroying the lives and lands of people in the Global 
South. The horrible destruction first by fire and then by flood of the BC Interior and 
even the Island’s roads and highways are also caused by the fossil fueled economic 
system in which we participate and from which we benefit.  

Despite our best intentions, our ways of living on the planet are rendering the 
planet uninhabitable for our children and grandchildren. What words should we use to 
name our participation in such neighbor injuring and planet wounding practices? We 
may not like words like sin, evil, and repentance, but we can be pretty sure that we 
won’t like the words that our great grandchildren will use to describe what we did to 
the Earth that we are leaving them. Sometimes we Christians will have to use words 
that are not much to our liking if we want to recognize the truth and transform our lives
—words like sin, evil, and repentance.  

So, my friends, we’ve arrived at a conundrum: the old words have been used to 
wound and violate human dignity, to tell us that we are no good, but we may still need 
the old words to name that we are complicit in white supremacy, colonialism, and forms 
of capitalist life that are ravaging the planet. 

What are we to do? You might be thinking, “We haven’t a clue, John. You’re the 
theologian you tell us!” If it were only that easy. As with all the really hard questions, 
you and I have will have to struggle with them together as a community. Sometimes the 
job of the preacher is not to answer questions but to offer us the gift of good questions.  

In the few minutes, I have left, I’ll say just one thing that might point us toward 
an answer. Let’s take a closer look at a snippet from our Gospel reading:  

…the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. He 
went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet 
Isaiah, 
‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
“Prepare the way of the Lord, 
   make his paths straight.  
Every valley shall be filled, 
   and every mountain and hill shall be made low,  
and the crooked shall be made straight, 
   and the rough ways made smooth;  
and all flesh shall see the salvation of God. 

Oh, my friends, do you hear it, can you feel it? Our Brother John has harsh things to say 
to some who come to be baptized, but listen, listen! He does not say the harsh things 
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because he just loves words of judgment and condemnation. No, he is like the doctor 
who sometimes has to say, “You have cancer,” before he says “it is entirely curable, and 
we can get there together.” Of course, there has to be diagnosis before there can be talk 
of a cure, but John is clear what his core message is, “All flesh shall see the salvation of 
God.” That is what he wants us to get ready for. Repentance is preparation for salvation, 
for healing. The call for repentance is Good News! 

John calls us to repent and be baptized so that we might be prepared the coming 
of Love, for the coming of the Beloved One. John the Baptist is not some garden variety 
of fire and brimstone preacher who just loves preaching damnation. No, John is telling us 
that the Bridegroom is coming. Wash your faces, put on your finest, a wedding feast 
awaits you. We are brides to be wedded to Jesus the Christ who is Love become Flesh. 
He comes to heal us and all of us shall see the healing of God, the salvation of God, 
together.”  

When seen in this light, what does it mean when we say the word “sin?” The 
word “sin” is a way of saying, “Precious ones, you are beloved of God, you are meant 
for nothing less than Love. Love is your journey’s goal and end. Nothing less. So, stop 
wounding yourselves and others. Stop missing the mark! Take truer aim. Understand 
that you are precious to God and that God has made you to be in community with each 
other and with the Earth.  

Nothing you buy, nothing you earn, nothing you consume, nothing you own can 
make you anymore Beloved of God than you ALREADY are! So, stop, stop and rest. Put 
an end to any investment you have in needing to feel superior to your brothers, your 
sisters, and siblings. Stop consuming yourselves out of your one and only planetary 
home. Fall in love again with the trees and plants and birds and animals with whom 
God has called you to be in community and communion. All flesh includes their flesh 
too! They too shall see the healing of God! 

Because we know ourselves to be the Beloved of God, we are equipped to hear 
the painful truth about the ways that we keep wounding ourselves, others, and the 
Earth. We are not unlovable! What is sin? Sin is anything that keeps us from the fullness 
of love, love of oneself, love of neighbor, love of earth creatures, and love of Mother 
Earth herself.  What is repentance? Repentance is turning around and letting go of 
anything and everything that keeps us from moving into the fullness of the Love and 
kinship with all creation for which we were created.  

Friends, let us start living once more into the love and tenderness for which we 
were made. Let’s not wait! Jesus, the Bridegroom, is coming! Amen! 
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