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Lethbridge Mennonite Church March 13, 2016 Ruth Bergen Braun I’m Sorry. I was Wrong. A number of times, since Ryan asked if I could speak this morning, I have said, ‘I’m no Biblical scholar. I can’t pull apart a text like Ryan does, or Will Loewen or Jon Olfert did. I’m a therapist, and so, if I am to preach, I can only preach as a therapist’. And so, I invite you this morning to look at the texts through the lens of a counsellor. A counsellor whose primary focus is relationships and … grief. Our theme for the Lenten season is Living Ink. And for today, Turning over a New Leaf. What an appropriate theme for someone who spends every day with people who are unhappy with the life they are living, or with the person they are now, or with the relationships they are in, and, are looking for change. I don’t often see suicidal clients. Crisis intervention isn’t a big part of my work. But when I do, I always ask this question, ‘Do you want to die? Or do you not want the life you’re living?’ Usually the answer is the latter. “I don’t want the life I’m living.” They are looking for change. For a way to end the pain. And they feel hopeless and helpless. And often, worthless. So, we contract to work together to find a path out that is more life giving… The texts, which we’ve already heard read are Luke 15: 11-32, the story of the prodigal son,. And Psalm 32 which in the NRSV is titled The Joy of Forgiveness. Psalm 32 paints a picture of both our misery and how we will be when we have, indeed, turned over a new leaf. The prodigal son, one of my favourite texts, is one of a series of parables illustrating God’s mercy. Jesus told these stories to a crowd which Luke describes as being made up of Tax collectors and sinners, with Pharisees and scribes standing to the side muttering and complaining. The first is the parable of the lost sheep. The second, the lost coin. And this the third. All three have the theme of Lost (or disconnected from) and Found (or reconnected with). There are multiple ways of looking at this story. From the son’s perspective. From the father’s perspective. From the older brother’s perspective. And I’m sure you’ve heard messages on all three. All give us a different view of disconnection and reconnection. As I’ve pondered this story this week, I’ve been thinking of the characters in this story as three W’s. The Welcomer. The Wanderer. The Whiner. For those of us who have already lived a good bit of life, we can see ourselves in all three roles. We have wandered out of relationship with others and with God. We have whined. Oh…we Page 1 of 5



have whined. And we have welcomed others back into relationships. We have welcomed our children. We have welcomed our friends. We both damage our relationships by pulling away and repair them by coming back. Jesus told this story to teach his disciples (and now us) about the character of God. And, what this story tells me is that God is always the welcomer. Given a gesture of coming back, God reaches out to us with riches. God will always respond to our confession and returning. And we can and should pray for grace that those with whom we have damaged relationships can be likewise. Shortly before Christmas, I met Ryan, Naomi and Claire and Nick in Indian Battle Park to take some family photos. As we were walking, Ryan asked me how busy I was. I replied that usually December is quite slow but that this year had been very different. He asked if it was the economy and I said, ‘no. Death and infidelity don’t seem to be connected to the economy.’ Sadly those had been the themes of my work. Grief and brokenness. And occasionally… reconciliation. Since then, and I share this with this clients explicit permission, I had one client say, in her first session, that she and her husband had decided to divorce the night before. She had discovered his infidelity and they could see no way out other than to end their marriage. They had seen another counsellor, once, and decided repair was hopeless. I said something like, ‘well, if you had come to me. This is how I would have worked with you…’ I told her that affair repair always starts with Remorse and Atonement. (Quoting Dr. John Gottman, an expert in couples relationships). That is, I’m sorry. In as many ways as a person can say ‘I’m sorry”. (And not a cheap ‘I’m sorry’ as we’d say bumping into someone in the mall.) And, What can I do to make it up to you? And that I believe in the remorse piece there should also be…”I’m sorry. I was wrong. And only then… What can I do to make it up to you?”. The act of taking responsibility in the ‘I was wrong’ has a powerful effect on the process. We need to own our own stuff. Not the other person’s, but our own. I told her that I have seen couples do amazing repair and create a relationship that is better than what they had before. She replied, with a mournful expression on her face, with ‘we went to the wrong counsellor’. Next session, they came together. I now see them every few weeks and I think they are going to make it. There was too much good to just throw this relationship away. I saw them this past week and our work together is difficult and gruelling at times, but it excites me.
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I’m sorry. I was wrong. What can I do to make it up to you. A simple enough threestep process. The leaf is turned over in the process. The Atonement piece is more than just words, it's action. Often the hurt party has no idea what the offending party CAN do to make ‘this’ better. But together, they need to formulate a plan and that plan always requires some sacrifice. That sacrifice often includes a change in the use of time, of money, a change of priorities. In our text from Luke, the son says: I have sinned against heaven and before you. (Remorse “I’m sorry. I was wrong. Taking ownership”). I have sinned. I’m the one. You didn’t send me away. I made choices of my own free will that took me a direction that turned out to be a disaster. “Treat me like one of your hired hands”. (Atonement I will do ‘anything’. I will give up my birthright privileges, just take me back’.) Here’s an option. I’ll feed YOUR pigs. I’ll do YOUR chores. I don’t deserve special treatment but I want to be back in your life, in your presence. But there’s a 4th step. After Remorse and Atonement. And my couple isn’t there yet. My training has taught me that the first 6 months after infidelity is discovered, you treat the situation as trauma. A wreck. And healing from trauma is never quick and easy. But we are resilient people and we do heal, albeit sometimes we heal crooked. That 4th step is ‘I forgive you’. When a couple gets to this place, I always suggest that they create a ritual of some kind. A way of laying a healing memory over the painful ones. One idea I throw out is to write out what they have to say to each other. Then, if there’s no wildfire risk, to go down to the river, build a little fire together, read to each other, and then burn what they’ve written. Burn it together to say ‘it’s over now’. In Psalm 32 we read Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven. Happy are those to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity and in whose spirit there is no deceit. The Message paraphrases this as ‘your slate is wiped clean’. The New Jerusalem translation uses ‘blessed’ rather than ‘happy. I think I prefer ‘blessed’. If I sit with that word, and I invite you to do so now, feeling blessed feels more complete. Like ALL of me is ok if I’m blessed. Page 3 of 5



And then there’s the word, Deceit. Oh my…do I hear a lot about lying in any given week. The damage done by deceit is immeasurable. I would say nearly 100% of the time, when there has been infidelity in a relationship, the hurt party says that the worst of it was the lying. But, the relief when the person comes clean is palpable. I see it. I see it on their faces. Deceit damages our relationships and destroys our spirits and those with whom we have a relationship. No repair is possible if there is unrepentant and hidden deceit. Turning over a new leaf. Starting Fresh. When you came in, you were given a leaf. I invite you now to write a word or two on that leaf. Something you would like to see change. Perhaps some thing you would like reconciliation for. And then come to the cross and leave your leaf there. There are hooks on the leaves to make doing so easy. There is no obligation to participate. Perhaps you haven’t had enough time to think about what needs to change in your life. Perhaps you don’t want to be so public. That’s ok. You may wish to use your leaf in the privacy of your own home. Ritual of any kind, is powerful. When we use image and movement, we engage a different part of our brains than when we just THINK. And we remember differently. And, there is something very powerful about writing something in your own handwriting and doing ‘something’ with that piece of paper. The writing and action give our words legitimacy that just thinking them doesn’t. So what happens in ‘the turning’?  



I believe in the turning, we stop telling ourselves stories. We stop deceiving ourselves and we take responsibility. I can imagine the prodigal son saying ‘What was I thinking???’. “I’ve made such a mess.” This is MY mess. I’m the only one to blame here. When we take responsibility for our actions and attitudes and go to those we have hurt or pushed aside. And … are welcomed and in time, forgiven, webs of connection are built. Like my father, I tend to talk with my hands. And I so often use that phrase ‘webs of connection’ to describe the bonds between you and me (or between my client and whoever that person is struggling with). The father welcomed the reconnection with his son with even more than a gossamer web. He welcomed him with open arms, a new robe, sandals for his feet (which were likely bruised and battered), a ring to indicate he was a SON again. Page 4 of 5



As you ponder what you wrote on your leaf (or what you could have written), and revisit your relationships, be assured that within reconciliation and forgiveness, there is freedom and peace. Go now and make peace in your world. Build and repair webs of connection. Say ‘I’m sorry. I was wrong. What can I do to make it up to you’. Be filled with compassion. Put your arms around those who have hurt you and welcome them back. Welcome them home.
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