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Ladies and Gentlemen, it is good to be here with you in Montreat this morning.  I’m delighted to be with you and I deeply appreciate the invitation from your Session to preach today.  As some of you know, I am an ordained PCUSA minister who has been a practicing businessman longer than I was a practicing pastor.  I pastored for 13 years and presently I have been a businessman for 16 years and I must confess that on the occasions when I am asked to preach these days (as few as they may be) that I find it really difficult to fit in all the sermon preparation and study into my weekly regime at work.

There are some real advantages to being a pastor, and one of them is weekly, protected, set-aside and approved time to prepare sermons!  I had to find the time for today’s sermon in the midst of meetings with bankers, and reading spreadsheets, and looking at property, and signing documents.  It was very difficult to just find quiet blocks of time to work on this.  But when I was able to reflect on today’s texts I was reminded of how different the context is of my life now as I think about how the text relates to my life:  how I no longer spend my days visiting in the hospital, or in people’s homes, or welcoming church members into my office for counseling and prayer.  I am, it is true, much more accustomed to sitting where you are sitting this morning, rather than standing up here where I am standing.

So, you see, this passage from James has a special significance this morning for me – and I think it may for you as well.  He says:

 James 5:13 “Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. 14 Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven.”

What that seems to be saying is that there is a spiritual response to everything in your life.  Are any of you suffering?  They should pray. Are any cheerful?  They should sing songs. Are any sick?  They should call the elders and have THEM pray.

See, back when I was a practicing pastor I was a whole lot more likely to do all those things than now.  I was praying with people all the time!  By myself I was praying FOR people a lot!  But now….. now I’ve gotten sucked into basically acting they way everybody else in the world acts.  To paraphrase:  “Are any of you suffering?  You should be depressed, watch trashy movies and get a prescription for Percocet.  Are any of you cheerful?  You should meet friends at a martini bar and exaggerate your victories.  Are any of you sick?  You should act as if you are not sick because you don’t have time, but if its too bad, you should be depressed, watch trashy movies and get a prescription for your illness but also one for Percocet.”

In other words, instead of instinctively having a SPIRITUAL response to the situations of life by praying, praising and gathering; I live no differently – most of the time – than my secular friends.  If I am suffering, the last thing on my mind is to pray!  If I am cheerful, I don’t think about having a hymn sing.  And if I’m sick, I surely don’t want to call a Session meeting!

I’m sad to say, that in these 16 years of learning to be a businessman, I have also learned to live exactly the same as everyone who does not confess to be a Christian.  I have imitated them and become like them – unconsciously, of course.  And you could extend that principle into much of the rest of my life, and possibly yours too. 

How often do we think of praying as the first answer to a situation?  How much do we believe in prayer, really?  That it is worth our time to mentally reach out into the universe to God and believe that that God wants to be intimately involved in the details of our lives?  Seen this way, its amazing what a huge act of faith the simple practice of prayer really is!

So, given how secular we all are, even as practicing Christians…. And given how difficult it is for us to live differently from so many of the people we meet and work with everyday.  I think it is surprisingly difficult for us to understand, let alone practice the next verse of this passage, which is the central tenet for our discussion this morning:

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed.  The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.”

Ok, so lets look at this closely now to try to understand how this ancient text could be relevant for these days when there is so much pressure to live non-spiritually, and non-Christianly, just like everybody else.

Therefore.  That is the first word of this 16th verse.  And it means the next bit is dependent on what has gone before.  Therefore means something like, “Since we pray when we are suffering and we sing when we are cheerful and we gather the elders when we are sick, THEN, the next thing we should do is to confess our sins to one another and to pray for one another.”  

…Now this passage is rife with problems for me!

It seems to me that we really must be careful who we choose to confess things to.   William Barclay, in commenting on this passage says, 

“This is clearly a principle that must be use with wisdom.  It is quite true that there may be cases where the confession of sin to each other may do infinitely more harm than good.”

You can probably think of an instance where it would do more harm than good to confess your past sins to someone.  I heard this story about a church where a country preacher was preaching and confessing his past sins in a sermon, with the urging on of the congregation.  He said, “I was a bad, bad man in my day.”

Congregation:  “Tell it ALL Preacher!”

Preacher:  “When I was in high school I did drugs.”

Congregation:  “Tell it ALL Preacher!”

Preacher:  “Before I was married I must’ve slept with a hundred women!”

Congregation:  “Tell it ALL Preacher!”

Preacher:  “And last summer before I took my family on vacation I stole all the money out of the collection plate after church.”

The church fell icily silent.  After a few moments a solemn voice from the back said, “I don’t believe I’d a told THAT, Preacher!”

So we have to be careful about who we confess these sins to, don’t we?

First, what does it mean to confess our sins to one another?  Sins?  What are they?  And to one another?  Not to God, not our good old “Corporate Confession of Sin” we say every Sunday in church?  Confess our sins to other people?!   Why?

Well it looks, by this verse that the result of doing that, and of praying for one another, is that “you will be healed”.  Healed!  That is a really good thing!  I could use some of that!  So let’s explore what we need to do to get to that good place.

So let me share three steps on my journey toward confession of sins to people.  The first came when I was a seminary student.  When I grew up in a little church in eastern North Carolina, I never heard anybody confessing their sins to me.  And in college I never confessed any sins, myself, to anyone.  Though for the first time I really had some to confess!

But when I went to Columbia Seminary, I had a pastoral care internship where I was a chaplain at Grady Hospital, in inner city Atlanta.  Twice a week I would go down there and visit patients on the floors and then once a week all of us students would meet with a professor/chaplain and give what were called “Verbatims”.  A verbatim is a clinical retelling of an encounter with a patient that you didn’t feel good about, so the class can help you see how you might handle the situation better next time. 

Now I was used to telling people all the good things I did, not the things I felt bad about.  But a Verbatim was the closest thing I had experienced up to that time to a confession.  “Here is what I said, what I felt, what I did.”  And I became pretty famous for how BAD my Verbatims were!  Here is one for instance:

One day I walked in a room on the 5th floor of Grady and there was a beautiful young couple in their early twenties:  and lovely wife and a handsome husband both just barely out of high school.  That day went really well, we laughed and talked and I found out they were just in the hospital for tests.

Two days later when I came up to see them I was shocked to find that the beautiful young wife was hysterically crying, inconsolable; and so was the husband.  When I asked what was wrong, only the husband could choke back the tears enough to tell me.

“We just found out I have testicular cancer,” he said.  “I’m going to have to get my testicles removed”.

I sat stunned for a second, and then I crossed my legs and said, “I know exactly how you feel!”

Incidents like that made my verbatims famous at Columbia Seminary!

So telling these accounts of things I was not proud of was really my first experience of anything like confessing my sins.  I was telling, not the good things about me, but the bad things.  And it helped me become better at being a chaplain.

The second step toward confessing my sins to other people came when I was in my first church out of seminary, Associate Pastor of the Conyers Presbyterian Church of Conyers, Georgia.  I had a group of three guys who were church members that I met with every Wednesday night.  We would alternate houses and we would each bring a bottle of red wine to the host’s home.  We called that group, the MBWT, which stood for Male Bonding Wine Tasting.  We would talk about politics, our wives, our struggles, and our work.  But me, being the Associate Pastor of their church, I discovered had to be careful about what I said about my work.  If I felt that I hated my job on a given night I dared not say it.  They would of course listen attentively as friends.  But they couldn’t help listen as members of the church or the Session.

Later on, when I became the solo pastor of the Gum Creek Presbyterian Church, I remained living in Conyers and just commuted the 20 miles to my new church, and I kept that group of guys, the MBWT as friends.  And then I could say everything I was thinking!  They were no longer members of my church, so if I hated my job I could say it.  If I had a particular issue with a church member I could talk about it.  It was very liberating!  And healing, I suppose. To be able to confess that I really didn’t like Charlotte Hood very much, the president of Presbyterian Women.  Just to be able to say that, kept me from grinding my teeth over it and acting on all that pent up frustration in my job.  So I guess it healed that somewhat.

My third step towards confessing my sins to another person came when I entered therapy with a psychiatrist while I was at Conyers Pres.  I think it is interesting that the PCUSA major medical plan pays for 80% of psychotherapy for ministers, or they used to anyway.  Much of the time I was a pastor I took advantage of this great perk.  Now THERE was a place where I could really unload!  It was a safe place where I could really say what I was thinking and confess what I was doing, without any fear of that information getting out in my church community.  And yes, it really was healing!

That’s actually what made Sigmund Freud famous, you know, among other things.  Freud discovered that when those things we keep inside as unconscious become conscious, that healing occurs.  When we finally are able to safely say the things that bother us, anger us, hurt us, out loud to another human being.  We are healed!  

So maybe therapy, for modern Protestant Christians anyway, is where we practice the truth of this verse:  “Confess your sins to one another…. And you will be healed”.  The Catholics, in my opinion, have really got it right – you confess your sins to another human being;  a priest behind a screen, it is true, but nevertheless another human being.  And I think healing occurs there too.

And I think there is a whole ‘nother discussion about whether we really believe in SIN anymore, or rather that we confess our SINS to one another, instead of just our “mistakes”, or “foibles”.   To say something is a sin, is to say it is more than a mistake.  Fredrich Buechner, in “Wishful Thinking” says, “Other people and …. God, the World, Society, Nature…whatever you call the greater whole of which you are apart -- sin is whatever you do, or fail to do, that pushes them away, that widens the gap between you and them and also the gaps within yourself.”  Buechner calls Sin, Centrifugal.  It pushes everything out to the periphery.  

So we own up.  We agree.  We confess to others that we trust that these parts of ourselves are creating distance and pushing others, and God away.  

And finally, we see that one further thing has to happen for us to be healed.  Not only do we have to confess our sins to one another…. We are enjoined to PRAY for one another in order to be healed.  That means that confession RESULTS in something.  Not gossip.  Not the endless retelling of the crimes to anyone who will listen.  But we hear the confession and we go straight to PRAYER.  We can pray now with each other with insight and knowledge.  We understand more now about each other and about ourselves.  And we acknowledge that God is involved here.  Not just each other in a BFF, Best Friends Forever, smarmy kind of way.  But we fold in the vital third part of this community, our Lord and Savior.  Who paid a true price for our sins.  Who is the one, truly who is able to heal all this destruction and to bring us back into a right relationship with each other, with God and with ourselves.  Because what the final result is, in this confession of sins and this prayer for each other is forgiveness.  Forgiveness of each other, from God.  And forgiveness of ourselves for the things we have hated ourselves for.

That is about as far as I can go with this today.  I don’t know how you can make this confession of sins and prayer work in your community.  I admire so much this Montreat Presbyterian Church and what you have gone through these past few years.  In a way you are much more like the first century New Testament churches by not having a building and having to do the work of the church without a pastor.  I believe in a situation like that you can find the right solution for you to confess your sins to one another.  You need to know whom you can trust to keep your confessions private.  But I also know that with confession of sins come the obligation to pray for the person with this new knowledge of their life; and with the result of offering forgiveness, and thereby the gift of healing.

To close with Buechner again:  “ To forgive somebody is to say, one way or another, ‘You have done something unspeakable’, and by all rights I should call it quits between us.  Both my pride and my principles demand no less.  However, though I make no guarantee that I will be able to forget what you have done, and though we may both carry the scars for life, I refuse to let it stand between us.  I still want you for my friend.’   For both parties, forgiveness means the freedom again to be at peace inside their own skins and to be glad in each other’s presence”.

Alleluia!   Amen.

