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A Reflection on Confession 

Sometimes people tell me that they think we overdo the confession thing during worship.  

Sometimes I think they’re right.  Are we really that bad as people?  I mean, we’re people who 

brush and floss our teeth.  How bad can we be?  When I lived in Denver, it was driving home on 

Colfax in rush hour traffic that would shake me out of this and have me writing sermons in my 

head about total depravity.  Now it’s Twitter that does the same.  People are savage to each other 

on there.  I made the mistake of getting on Twitter a couple of weeks ago after the death of 

Rachel Held Evans.  Perhaps she’s been a powerful voice in your faith life.  Perhaps you’ve 

never heard of her.  Evans was raised in a conservative, Evangelical home and church and grew 

to take the Bible seriously but question whether we need to take it literally.  She became a wildly 

popular blogger and a NYT best-selling author with her books that married evangelical culture 

with a conviction that women should have a place in church leadership, that God’s table is large 

enough for the full inclusion of LGBT members, that our faith has something to say about 

racism.  These beliefs also made her wildly unpopular with another stripe of Christian; people 

who called her “heretic” and “apostate” and who, when she came down with a serious infection a 

month or so ago and was put into a medically induced coma, encouraged their social media 

followers to pray for her recover, so she could repent of her ways.  But, Evans did not recover.  

The 37-year-old wife and mother of a 1 and 3-year-old died as they tried to bring her out of the 

coma.  Twitter flowed with tributes to her – which is what brought me there – but, sure enough, 

her detractors were on there too, hours after her death consoling themselves that now Evans had 

seen the truth, the error of her ways, and the accuracy of theirs.  

Evans was a known voice in my faith life, but not an overly-influential one, but in 

response to those Twitter trolls, I have been devouring her books for the last couple of weeks.  

And she had much to say worth hearing, so I lean heavily on her this morning on we reflect on 

faith and doubt and on welcome, but first, appropriately enough, on confession.   

“In many churches,” Evans wrote, “the holiest hour of the week occurs not in the 

sanctuary on Sunday morning but in the basement on Tuesday night, when a mismatched group 

of CEOs and single moms, suburbanites and homeless veterans share in the communion of 

strong coffee and dry pastries and engage in the sacred act of telling one another the truth.  

Beneath the flickering of fluorescent lights, they summon the courage to expose their darkness to 

the light: “My name is Jeremy, and I’m an alcoholic.” I’ve heard many recovering alcoholics say 

they’ve never found a church quite like Alcoholics Anonymous. They’ve never found a 

community of people so honest with one another about their pain, so united in their shared 

brokenness.  [Through them I came to understand] that people bond more deeply over shared 

brokenness than they do over shared beliefs. 



 “[In worship on Sunday morning, the prayers of confession are where we make our start.]  

Like the introductions at an AA meeting, they equalize us. They remind us that we all move 

through the world in the same state—broken and beloved—and that we’re all in need of healing 

and grace. They embolden us to confess to one another not only our sins, but also our fears, our 

doubts, our questions, our injuries, and our pain. They give us permission to start telling one 

another the truth, and to believe that this strange way of living is the only way to set one another 

free.  

“So why do our churches feel more like country clubs than AA? Why do we mumble 

through rote confessions and then conjure plastic Barbie and Ken smiles as we turn to one 

another to pass the peace? What makes us exchange the regular pleasantries—'I’m fine! How are 

you?’—while mingling beneath a cross upon which hangs a beaten, nearly naked man, suffering 

publicly on our behalf? 

“I suspect this habit stems from the same impulse that told me I should drop a few 

pounds before joining the Y (so as not to embarrass myself in front of the fit people), the same 

impulse that kept my mother from hiring a housekeeper because she felt compelled to clean the 

bathroom before the Merry Maids arrived (so as not to expose to the world the abomination that 

is a hair-clogged shower drain), the same impulse that Nadia refers to as the ‘long and rich 

Christian tradition which in Latin is called “totally faking it.”’  

“The truth is, we think church is for people living in the “after” picture. We think church 

is for the healthy, even though Jesus told us time and again he came to minister to the sick. We 

think church is for good people, not resurrected people.  

“So we fake it. We pretend we don’t need help and we act like we aren’t afraid, even 

though no decent AA meeting ever began with, ‘Hi, my name is Rachel, and I totally have my 

act together.’” 

 

 

 

 

  



A Reflection on Faith and Doubt 

 “On the days when I believe this story is true….”  That’s how Evans is said to have 

started sermons on Scripture passages like today’s.  And reading her books, you’re inclined to 

believe there were many days when she didn’t believe it.  “On Sunday mornings, my doubt came 

to church like a third member of the family,” she wrote, “toddling along behind me with 

clenched fists and disheveled hair, throwing wild tantrums after every offhanded political joke or 

casual reference to hell. During the week I could pacify my doubt with books or work or reality 

TV, but on Sunday mornings, doubt pulled up a chair and issued a running commentary…even 

as I fumbled through those back-pocket prayers: I believe.  Help my unbelief.”  As Evans 

became more vocal in questioning faith and the Bible, people in her church distanced themselves 

from her more and more.  In the midst of being isolated from her community, she sought comfort 

from her mother, and “as my mother tried to tell me a million times,” she wrote, “they weren’t 

rejecting me for being different, they were rejecting me for being familiar, for calling out all 

those quiet misgivings most Christians keep hidden in the dark corners of their hearts.”   

Evans doubts didn’t arise from a dismissiveness of scripture, but from how seriously she 

took it, how thoroughly she read it.  A reading of scripture that led her to write:  “If you are 

looking for verses with which to support slavery, you will find them. If you are looking for 

verses with which to abolish slavery, you will find them. If you are looking for verses with 

which to oppress women, you will find them. If you are looking for verses with which to liberate 

or honor women, you will find them. If you are looking for reasons to wage war, you will find 

them. If you are looking for reasons to promote peace, you will find them. If you are looking for 

an out-dated, irrelevant ancient text, you will find it. If you are looking for truth, believe me, you 

will find it. This is why there are times when the most instructive question to bring to the text is 

not ‘what does it say?’, but ‘what am I looking for?’ I suspect Jesus knew this when he said, ‘ask 

and it will be given to you, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be opened.’ If you 

want to do violence in this world, you will always find the weapons. If you want to heal, you will 

always find the balm.”   

“I'm in no rush to patch up these questions [the Bible raises for me]. God save me from 

the day when stories of violence, rape, and ethnic cleansing inspire within me anything other 

than revulsion. I don't want to become a person who is unbothered by these texts, and if Jesus is 

who he says he is, then I don't think he wants me to either. There are parts of the Bible that 

inspire, parts that perplex, and parts that leave you with an open wound. I'm still wrestling, and 

like Jacob, I will wrestle until I am blessed. God hasn't let go of me yet.”  

“As Brené Brown puts it, ‘I went to church thinking it would be like an epidural, that it 

would take the pain away . . . But church isn’t like an epidural; it’s like a midwife . . . I thought 

faith would say, “I’ll take away the pain and discomfort,” but what it ended up saying was, “I’ll 

sit with you in it.”’”  

A few years back, Evans partnered with some other Christian authors and pastors and 

started a week-long conference called, “Why Christian?”  It was a week of listening to 

thoughtful, honest people share why – given all that is wrong with the Church, all that is hard to 



swallow about our faith – they are still Christian.  During Evans’ time to share, even with the 

unrelenting doubts that defined her faith to the very end, she shared: “I am a Christian because 

the story of Jesus is still the story I’m willing to riske being wrong about.”   

 

  



A Reflection on Welcome 

Evans told the story of the most discouraging moment in her faith life: “It all started 

when World Vision, a humanitarian organization I had long supported and even traveled with, 

announced a change to its hiring policy allowing people in same-sex marriages to work in its US 

offices. In response, conservative evangelicals rallied in protest, and within seventy-two hours, 

more than ten thousand children had lost their financial support from cancelled World Vision 

sponsorships. Ten thousand children…. This incident sent me into as deep a religious depression 

as I’ve ever known,… and I know a few people who walked away from the entire church, unable 

to reconcile the love they see in Jesus with the condemnation of his followers.”   

“It’s the oldest religious shortcut in the book: the easiest way to make oneself righteous is 

to make someone else a sinner.”  When she said this, Evans wasn’t talking about World Vision, 

but the Biblical story of the adulterous woman, the woman who was used as a prop by religious 

professionals who were testing Jesus.  “The Bible says we should stone her.  What do you think 

we should do?” they asked.  And Jesus said that whoever was without sin should throw the first 

stone.  “We tend to look down our noses at these ancient people,” Evans continued, ‘[people] 

with their religious codes regulating everything from the fibers in their clothing to the people 

they touched. But we have our own religious codes these days. We have our own scapegoats we 

cast from our communities. We have sins we delight in taking seriously, biblical instructions we 

interpret hyperliterally, issues we protect over-vigilantly because it helps us with our sorting 

system.  

“Just as a bad ingredient may contaminate a meal, we often fear bad company may 

contaminate our reputation or our comfort. This is why Jesus’ critics repeatedly drew attention to 

the fact that he dined with tax collectors and sinners. By eating with the poor, the despised, the 

sick, the sinners, the outcasts, and the unclean, Jesus was saying, ‘These are my companions. 

These are my friends.’ It was just the sort of behavior that got him killed. 

“As a Jew, keeping kosher was tantamount to Peter’s very faith and identity, but when 

following Jesus led him to the homes and tables of Gentiles [who didn’t keep kosher], Peter had 

a vision in which God told him not to let rules—even biblical ones—keep him from loving his 

neighbor. 

“The church is not a group of people who believe all the same things; the church is a 

group of people caught up in the same story, with Jesus at the center.… The church is God 

saying: 'I'm throwing a banquet, and all these mismatched, messed-up people are invited. Here, 

have some wine….  The gospel doesn’t need a coalition devoted to keeping the wrong people 

out….  This isn’t a kingdom for the worthy; it’s a kingdom for the hungry. 

 

“What makes the gospel offensive isn’t who it keeps out, but who it lets in….Perhaps 

we’re afraid that if we [let everyone in], God might use people and methods we don’t approve of, 



that rules will be broken and theologies questioned. Perhaps we’re afraid that if we get out of the 

way, this grace thing might get out of hand. Well, guess what? It already has.”1 

                                                           
1 Quotes from Rachel Held Evans are taken from Searching for Sunday, Inspired, and A Year of Biblical 
Womanhood. 


