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Words of Bryan Stevenson:  Each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done.  

 

My brother Cam, also my best friend, sees church through cynical eyes. Cam stopped going to 

church a decade or so ago. Cam’s goodbye was slow and sure. 

Toward the end of Cam’s exit from the pews, he brought books to worship. He read the likes 

of Vonnegut, Emerson, and Kierkegaard, fellows with a similar cynical eye. Cam read from 

prelude to postlude. 

I asked Cam what it was like to walk past the preacher at the end of the service not having 

listened to the sermon. He remarked, with a wry grin, “I have a line that covers almost every 

sermon I’ve heard. Stole it from Barney Fife, who once slept through a sermon, ‘Thank you, 

preacher, you can never say enough about sin.”’ 

Today, I am going to address Cam’s generalization. I am going to preach about sin. 

Words of Simon Peter from today’s gospel: “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful 

man.” Simon Peter used sin as a measuring rod. He measured the moral distance between 

himself and Jesus. 

Sin as moral measuring rod was on my mind last weekend. My family gathered in North 

Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, for my mother’s memorial service. About 80% of our family is 

progressive. The other 20% align with the more evangelical conservative church.  

When we are all together, we try to avoid conversations about sexuality, gender equality, 

Manifest Destiny, race, climate change, interfaith cooperation, gun control. Such discourse 

tempts us to sword fight with measuring rods to declare who is closer to God.  The word sin is 

insinuated and occasionally declared. I’m glad to report that the S word took a rest last weekend.  

When I read scripture with measuring rod in the closet, I am better able to pray scripture 

from a post-morality posture of curiosity. I can pray scripture the way I read a novel; more 

engaged and less reactive. Moreover, curiosity quiets the temptation to pilfer scripture for 

ammunition against others.  

When I leave scripture to its own devices, measuring rod in the closet, I witness a love story. 

Humanity learning, struggling to be loved. For me, that’s big. I don’t want to complete my life 

still driven to be, do, act, feel, look better. It’s exhausting. I desire a quieter, less agitated, more 

restful home in the heart of God.  

From such a resting place, sin emerges more as a human condition, less as an act. Humanity 

as estranged. Humanity off its mooring. When we lose our bearings, behavior suffers.   

Sin is condition before act. Condition incites act. For the longest time, the condition of my 

early childhood made the holidays hard, especially when we traveled home for the holidays. I 

was harder to live with two weeks before and after the visit. Victoria, I’m sure, can vouch that 

the holidays are still a struggle.  

What if confession is more an acknowledgment of our estrangement and less an accounting 

of our actions? Confessing estrangement from the heart of God, neighbor, and self evokes desire 

for reconciliation more than intentions to do better. Desire is higher octane than intention. I 



desire Bach so I listen to Bach. French and English suites this morning. I intend to pray more. 

Usually, I don’t. Perhaps Bach is prayer. How’s that for a rationalization? 

Biblical sin, overall, is a matter of relation. Sin is less about who lies with whom at day’s 

end. Sin is more about how those who lay together treat one another and others, how society 

treats them, how they treat society. 

The Good News: Sin as a matter of relation is redeemed through relation. Simon Peter 

thinks he’s an immoral person, having done this or that bad thing. Jesus is unimpressed. “Don’t 

be afraid;” Jesus says, “from now on you will be catching people.” 

Imagine the heart of God yawning in the face of our preoccupation with what we’ve done or 

not done. Imagine the heart of God anointing us as gifts to the world, scarred and bruised 

wizards of reconciliation, no better or worse than Simon Peter.  

Let’s pause a bit to remember and reflect. Think of those in your life who have fished you 

out of morass and despair. Those who stayed by you even when you tried to push them away. 

Those who carefully and caringly suggested that you needed to get your stuff together. Are they 

icons of clean living? Probably not. The scarred and bruised often are wiser paragons of a 

presence that beholds.  

I credit such godly visitors for my presence with you this morning. Don’t want to imagine 

where I’d be without church, friend, therapist, mentor, colleague, bishop, spouse, my brother 

Cam.  

I am not talking about just any church, friend, therapist, mentor, colleague, bishop, brother. I 

am talking about those who have left the measuring rod in the closet. Those who, in word and 

deed, declare, knowing who I have and have not been, “Don’t be afraid. Go catch some people.” 

Last Thursday, I convened a men’s spiritual direction group. There are five of us. We have 

met once a month for about 4 years. Toward the end of the meeting, I caught a quick glimpse of 

who we have been for one another over the years. 

Each month, we present our lives as they have been since we last met, and what we are 

making of the experiences. In a beautiful way, we edit each other’s stories. Each person is better 

able to see his truer self through the eyes of the rest of us, much the way Jesus edited Peter’s 

story. 

One of the casualties of Covid is that we spend too much time with ourselves. Not a good 

neighborhood. We struggle to see ourselves as the heart of God sees us. We find it harder do 

imagine ourselves as ambassadors of the heart of God, as fishers of people.  

Adrienne Rich said, “The story of our lives becomes our lives.”  

We need godly community to revise the stories we tell about ourselves.  

We greatly benefit from godly people and communities who amend the depreciating and 

belittling stories we live by: “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man. Don’t be afraid. 

From now on you will be catching people.” 

By the way, there have been Cam sightings at Providence Baptist Church in Charlotte, North 

Carolina! 

Amen. 

 


