
 1 

Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCCB 
February 8, 2015 
A Confession to Make 
 
Let us pray… 
 
I interrupt.  It’s one – one! – of my failings.  I’m talking to someone and I just break in to 
what they are saying.  It’s a problem I’ve struggled with my entire life.  I don’t do it on 
purpose, in fact I absolutely hate that I do it at all.  I try hard to monitor myself, and have 
certain tricks that help me interrupt less.  Yet I walk away from a conversation or reflect 
on a meeting and realize I’ve done it again.  It fills me with regret, sorrow and guilt.  My 
interruptions are not usually a sign I’m disconnected from the conversation, usually the 
opposite in fact.  My mind is rushing along with the person’s train of thought, I’m excited 
about where I think they are going and just can’t wait to get there!  Or I realize there is 
some critical piece of information they are missing and I want to fill them in before they 
go too far down the track.  And sometimes I’m too focused on the agenda at hand, I 
want to make sure we’re not straying, or I want to keep everything moving.  But no 
matter how well-intentioned my interruptions are, they are still rude, and make me seem 
impatient and focused on the sound of my own voice and the content of my own ideas. 
 
Why am I telling you this?  Well, I’ve been here long enough now that if we’ve been in a 
meeting together, you’ve probably witnessed me struggling with it.  There’s a good 
chance I’ve actually done it to you.  Sometimes I catch myself and then bite my lip and 
sit on my hands – because my hands are necessary for speaking – and focus really 
hard on what the current speaker is saying.  But I usually feel like the damage is done, 
I’ve interrupted the person’s thought pattern or made them feel rushed.  So I want you 
to know that I’m aware of it, and I keep working on it.  And I want to say I’m sorry that I 
do it.  I’m sorry, in general.  But I’m also sorry, specifically – I apologize for the times 
I’ve done it to one of you. 
 
My sharing this with you is very selfish.  Because it’s a relief to bring it up, talk about it, 
apologize for it, and take responsibility.  Somehow saying it out loud reduces the shame 
of this bad habit for me.  And now you can all call me on it when I interrupt; you can 
lovingly help me work on this, and we can laugh together at my runaway brain, runaway 
mouth and runaway hands. 
 
That’s my first confession.  Here’s my second.  I hate Prayers of Confession.  Maybe 
“hate” is a strong word, but I really struggle with them.  In the first church I served, there 
was a Prayer of Confession in worship every week, one of those standard Protestan 
prayers:  a paragraph of prayer, usually borrowed from a book of worship resources, to 
be read in unison by the congregation.  We experimented with language, format, silence 
and sound.  But I still found the prayers to be impersonal, sterile, and unhelpful.  Not 
because I believe that confession itself is unnecessary or meaningless.  Just the 
opposite, in fact. 
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“Confession” has a long history in religious communities.  In the fall, for example, our 
Jewish brothers and sisters observe the high holy season that begins with Rosh 
Hashanah and ends with Yom Kippur, or “Day of Atonement”.  For almost two weeks 
observant Jews examine their lives, confess wrongdoings, make reparations for people 
they have harmed, and seek God’s forgiveness for their sins.  With this season of 
confession being so important to Jewish tradition, it is no surprise that Christianity, with 
its origin as an offshoot of Judaism, has also had confession as part of its practices 
since the beginning. 
 
Confession also exists outside of religion, obviously.  Reality shows and tabloids are full 
of the confessions of the rich and (bizarrely) famous.  The Postsecret Community (found 
online and in live events) give people the opportunity to annonymously confess things 
they’ve done or want or believe – people send in a postcard with their confession on it.  
But thanks to movies and books, the most vivid image of confession is the Roman 
Catholic confessional, when the door slides back, leaving just the screen to mask the 
confessor’s identity.  “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned” is the beginning of a high-
drama exchange. 
 
In my research I learned that this practice of confessing sins to a priest came into being 
in about the fourth century.  Originally, it seems, the confession to another human being 
was for the purpose of receiving assistance and unburdening the conscience.  But it 
didn’t take long for this to devolve into the practice of the priest determining a penalty for 
the wrongdoings and judging whether or not the person confessing should be eligible for 
full participation in the church, namely communion.  Officially, it wasn’t until the 14th 
century that the ordination of priests included the charge to “remit the sins” of their 
congregation, meaning that the priest actually got to determine who received 
communion.  As an aside, in the course of my research I learned that for some time the 
private confessions of the individual would be shared with the community in public 
prayer: “This week I forgave one count of stealing, three counts of taking the Lord’s 
name in vain”.  I assume no names were used, but I couldn’t confirm that from my 
research.  Imagine, this morning, we’ll have not only “Joys” and “Concerns” but also 
“Sins”. 
 
At the time of the Reformation, when those “protesting” against the Catholic church 
created a new branch of the Christian family tree, “Protestantism”, one of the debates 
was over the concept of confession.  There was confusion in the Catholic church – true 
in some places even today – concerning just what the priest was doing in the 
forgiveness of sins.  Does the priest, by virtue of ordination, have the authority to forgive 
somebody?  Or is the priest sort of doing the administrative soul work of the institutional 
church?  Or is the priest simply seeking to remind the parishioner of God’s forgiving 
love?  Or has the priest become God himself, with the power to forgive and condemn? 
 
The Protestants felt that such forgiveness was available to the individual directly from 
God, with no need for a priestly intermediary, and in fact they thought that the priests 
were getting just a bit too come-uppity about the whole confession thing.  Thus the 
confessionals were not part of the architecture of the stripped-down and simple 
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Protestant churches, and the act of hearing confession was not in the job description of 
those new Protestant pastors. 
 
Unlike many of you, I grew up Protestant, so I don’t have first-hand experience of what I 
imagine to be an intense and anxious exercise, especially the first time one enters the 
confessional.  I do have a clear memory of the prayer of confession my childhood 
church used on Communion Sundays.  Printed in the bulletin, droned in unison by the 
congregation, I actually liked one of the petitions of forgiveness, “for what we have 
done, and for what we have left undone”.  Even though it is vague, I found it a helpful 
reminder that sometimes it’s the things that I didn’t do that are really wearing me down. 
 
But except for that line, I’ve struggled with the rote, unison paragraphs offered as 
Prayers of Confession in most Protestant churches.  It’s called a “corporate Prayer of 
Confession”:  not “corporate” as in “corporation” like the Prayer of Confession Comcast 
usually owes anyone who tries to reach customer service, “corporate” like “corpse” 
because we pray it as one body.  As I say, I struggle with those corporate Prayers of 
Confession, but I’ve heard even stronger feelings from parishioners.  While I feel like 
nobody is really connecting to words they are droning through with a crowd, other folks 
are offended at having to apologize for wrongs they have never done.  When so many 
people are already coming to worship feeling pretty broken and worthless, repeating a 
prayer that feels like it’s heaping shame and guilt can become an obstacle to opening 
one’s heart.  Too often, the act or prayer of confession has been experienced by an 
individual as condemning them as wrong and bad.  God or the church or the priest is 
the parent with eyes in the back of her head, who already knows we have ignored our 
homework and fed our vegetables to the dog.  We’re given a chance to ‘fess up and 
maybe reduce our punishment enough that we’ll be “un-grounded’ in time to receive 
communion. 
 
But while I’m skeptical about the spiritual efficacy of Prayers of Confession, I can 
understand why they are needed in worship.  Because, we all have soemething to 
confess, right?  Everybody who is perfect, raise your hands; we’ll assume that those 
who sit on their hands, or those whose spouse makes them take their hand down, might 
possibly have something to confess.  Have you ever said something that you wanted to 
take back as soon as the words were out of your mouth?  Do you ever drive home from 
a family event cringing at the way you all picked on your brother yet again?  Has 
something happened at work that fills you with regret, or shame, or grief, days and 
weeks later?  Are there moments in your life that give you an uncomfortable empty 
feeling in your gut whenever you think of them?  Are there things that keep you awake 
at night?  These are the things that the self-help movement calls our “baggage”.  We 
drag them around behind us until we can barely move.  We trip over them every time we 
try to break free.  We collect them and they pile up and they weigh us down.  These are 
the things we need to confess.  And I believe that confessing these things will free us 
up; instead of hiding behind our baggage, stumbling over it at every move, we will be 
free to live with wholeness and joy. 
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This is slightly counter-cultural.  Unless you’re being paid to bare your soul, it can be 
dangerous to reveal your faults.  We live in a culture where people avoid taking 
responsibility for themselves and their actions.  Corporations, politicians, teachers, 
parents; the news is sadly full of stories in which people deny their actions, excuse their 
behavior, and pass the buck.  Including an opportunity to confess within worship gives 
us the chance to practice taking responsibility for ourselves, practice recognizing that 
we have faults, practice admitting to others that there are things we need to work on.  
Within this understanding, confession need not be an opportunity for self-flagellation, 
but self-awareness. 
 
There are some good models out there, for including confession in worship.  And it 
usually includes something like the beginning of this sermon:  a member of the 
congregation sharing a struggle from their own lives, and then inviting others to reflect 
on their own broken places.  This might be familiar for those of you who attend AA 
meetings; AA often offers a really healthy model of confession:  sharing where you’ve 
gone wrong with a group of folks who get it, who hold it lovingly, and then help you 
move on. 
 
It’s the “moving on” part that is really beautiful.  As much as I have struggled with the 
corporate Prayers of Confession, I haven’t had the same trouble with what comes right 
after.  In Protestant worship, after the Prayer of Confession, is “The Assurance of 
Pardon”.  I’ve heard some people who do take issue with this:  “What right does some 
fallible pastor or priest have to pronounce forgiveness on me.”  As a totally fallible 
pastor, I vehemently agree!  But note the careful choice of words.  Not, “The Bestowing 
of Pardon”, but the assurance of it; the liturgist, the pastor, the deacon, they are not the 
ones who grant the pardon.  They just use words to remind all of us that we have 
already been forgiven; by God, and maybe by ourselves.  I believe that we need to 
hear, on a regular basis, that we can be released from the mistakes we make.  Whether 
we see the Assurance of Pardon as coming from God, or Jesus, or the universe, or the 
person we hurt, or the congregation, or even the priest, we are helped by knowing that 
we are more than our wrongdoings, and we can move beyond them. 
 
I still won’t be using Prayers of Confession every week.  But you might notice that there 
are confessional aspects to Pastoral Prayers and sermons and Words for All Ages.  
Because I definitely believe we need confession in our lives.  Research has shown that 
doing so is beneficial for not only your soul, but also your body.  Yes, the writer of Psalm 
37 was pointing to something scentific when he observed that keeping his mistakes to 
himself affected him physically.  In a series of studies that began in 1986, college 
students practiced confession or “self-disclosure”, specifically writing their thoughts and 
feelings about the most upsetting or traumatic experiences of their lives.  The results?  
Their visits to the student health center dropped by half.  The students reported that 
they felt “healthier, happier, more in touch with themselves than they had before 
enrolling in the study.”  The white blood cells of those students practicing “confessing” 
multiplied more quickly in response to a foreign substance than before they began the 
writing exercise.  (From an article by Syd Baumel, copyright (c) 1994, 1998.)  
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Processing the events, behaviors and moments of our lives that give us guilt, shame, 
and regret can make us more whole in body and spirit. 
 
So how can we work confession into our lives, if we’re not going to include it every week 
in worship?  Some of you are already regular visitors to the “21st Century Confessional”, 
the 50-minute-hour spent in the therapist’s chair.  We can utilize that powerful 
relationship to reflect not only on the times that we have been hurt by others but also on 
those times that others have been hurt by us.  Of course, you all have access to a 
pastor, who is always willing to meet, or talk over the phone, or process via e-mail; in a 
few minutes you can share what’s bothering you within a safe and loving environment 
that will also help you hold yourself accountable.  (And remember, my office is as 
confidential as the confessional.)  But if you’re not able or willing to speak to me or a 
therapist, follow the example of those college students and write about what’s bothering 
you.  Or speak it aloud, even to yourself.  Or pray over it. 
 
In closing, I just want to share with you what a powerful transformation confession has 
brought to my life.  Out of my personality and my experience, it is my inclination to need 
to get everything right, and if I am wrong I want to find a way to cover it up or reshape 
events until it looks, once more, as if I am right.  I guess this is confession number 
three.  Yet I can’t tell you how liberating it was to discover and decide that I was going to 
do things wrong, that it was okay, human and natural to do things wrong.  And it was 
even more liberating to discover that the terrible feeling in my stomach, born when I did 
something wrong, did not need to take up permanent residence either.  My personal 
practice of confession, when I’m not proclaiming it in a sermon, is to name, to God, my 
understanding of what I am regretting or what I feel I have done wrong, and to ask for 
help in letting it go.  Combined with that is a commitment to practice naming to others 
when I have made a mistake, and asking for their forgiveness.  Of course, the desire to 
not do anything wrong is a demon with which I still struggle.  But the baggage behind 
me, which used to fill a moving van, is now easily piled into a wheelbarrow.  What are 
you dragging behind yourself?  Let’s find a way to let it go.  Amen.   


