SERMON: LET’S  CALL A  SPADE  A  SPADE 
FEBRUARY  22,  2026
FIRST  SUNDAY  OF  LENT
Today is the first Sunday of Lent. We sometimes think of Lent as a somewhat somber time. It is a season of sacrifice and penitence, a time for self-reflection, a time to examine our own weakness and failures, and a time to purposefully follow the lead of Jesus, who, as the gospels tell us, spent forty days and forty nights in the desert praying, fasting, and resisting the temptation to take the easy way out. 
The easy way out would have meant turning stones into bread  so that He could alleviate His hunger, feeding His physical need but in doing so, prostituting His relationship with God. The easy way out would have meant flaunting His power, by jumping off of the pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem and allowing the angels to miraculously bear him down to the ground gently so that He would not sustain injury. The easy way out would have meant corrupting everything that His life, death, and resurrection meant by kowtowing to evil in order to be the most powerful, self-aggrandizing, man who ever lived. Had Jesus succumbed to the temptation to do these things, He would have, as they say, “sold His soul to the devil”.
We who consider ourselves progressive Christians aren’t always comfortable with terms such as “sin”, “repent” and “evil”. Those are words that may make some of us squirm, and aren’t usually heard frequently in progressive churches. They sound like they belong in some radical right wing snake handlers’ church.
But these are Biblical concepts and whether you are more comfortable personifying evil in a being such as Satan or thinking of sin as anything which separates you from God and trashes your relationship, these are concepts that we can’t always ignore. 
God doesn’t give us the privilege of running around spewing hate all over people whom we don’t like or whose politics we find repugnant. The behavioral guidance that we get from the Sermon on the Mount doesn’t encourage us to bully others into submission either personally or through those who represent us, so that we can amass more of the world’s money and goods than anybody else.
Sure, it might be tempting to go for a power grab when we’re not getting what we want, or to have a temper tantrum and indulge in name calling when somebody does or says something that we don’t appreciate. 
Try as we might, we, in all of our human frailty, will experience times when we are not so successful at resisting temptation as was Jesus our sterling role model. We sometimes choose immediate material or emotional when we should be setting our sights on long term spiritual rewards. We sometimes forget that expressing kindness towards somebody who has annoyed or hurt us is far better both for us and for the other person than is saying the first snarky words that comes to mind.
 In today’s culture apologies and genuine sorrow for failures are far less common than they should be. On those occasions when apologies do occur, what is said might be something as flip as a euphemistic “Oh gee, sorry, I made a mistake.”    
What we really should be saying at least to ourselves and to God (and probably to the other person) is, “Wow! I deliberately made a horrible, self-absorbed, bone-headed choice. I am so abundantly sorry. Please God, help me to do better.”
So often, when politicians or celebrities, or even everyday people get caught doing something that is grossly unethical or illegal they label it a mistake. No! A mistake is accidentally taking a wrong turn on the route to somewhere. A mistake is forgetting to bring the umbrella when the prediction is for rain. A mistake is something that we did not purposefully do. 
Cheating a customer is not a mistake. Lying to someone to protect your own ego is not a mistake.  Saying something nasty to another human being is not a mistake. Not returning the money when a store clerk gives you too much change: NOT a mistake! Cheating on your taxes: NOT a mistake! Whether serious or trivial, each of these is a purposeful behavioral choice that should be acknowledged for what it is.  Let’s call a spade a spade.
Most of the world’s major faiths take seriously the fact that we all sin and that if we don’t admit it and take responsibility for it and ask forgiveness for it, it festers. Whether we are conscious of it or not, if we don’t address the wrongdoing in our lives, our mental health and even our relationships with others can suffer. The Roman Catholics have a specific mechanism for confessing sin, doing penance, and being forgiven.
The holiest day on the Jewish calendar is Yom Kippur, the day of atonement. It is preceded by 10 days of repentance. For the faithful, Yom Kippur consists of 25 hours of fasting and prayer and services that continue all day. 
In Islam every night has a time specifically devoted to examining the events of the day, acknowledging sin that was committed during the day, and asking for forgiveness for the sin.
For us, there is Lent, a time of introspection, a time to examine the past months of our lives, rout out the screw ups, admit our wrong-doing, repent, and accept the forgiveness that is ours just for the asking because God loves us so dearly. We don’t even need to try to do penance for our sin. We need only to be genuinely sorry for what we have done to hurt others or violate our own hearts and what we know to be God’s ethics, and for trampling on our relationship with God
This is not a time to be wallowing in guilt. Wallowing is never productive. What IS  productive AND, far healthier for us psychologically and spiritually, is to examine those things that we have done to cause pain to others or to God, or even to ourselves, to take responsibility for what we have done wrong, and to figuratively bring it to the altar, to God, who offers the forgiveness that we so badly need. If we then accept that forgiveness, while we may not forget what we have done, and may still have some apologizing to others on our agenda, we no longer are weighed down by a burden of guilt. Guilt that we haven’t addressed and asked for forgiveness for rots our psyches from the inside out. 
My cousin Steven was, for several years, the chief psychiatrist for the prisons here in the state of Maine. After he had held this position for quite a while he told us that he frequently heard from patients that they were plagued by horrible guilt feelings and wanted him to help them get rid of them. He would ask “What are you feeling so guilty about?” The answer might be “Oh, I killed my mother.” “Are you sorry for having killed your mother?” Steven would ask. Often the response might be “Not really. She deserved it She was a witch” (or some word that rhymes with witch)“That’s exactly the problem.”  Steven, himself a practicing Christian, told us. Unless you are sorry for the wrongs you have committed, forgive those who have wronged you, and ask for and accept forgiveness you will continue to have problems… difficulty sleeping, underlying anger that taints all of your relationships, lack of joy, nightmares, etc.
Has any of you seen the 1986 movie, “The Mission”? It is a British historical drama set in South America during the period when Spain and Portugal were arguing over control of South America. The Pope, in 1493, attempting to settle the dispute, had just established the so-called “Line of Demarcation”, drawn vertically through the continent, giving everything east of it to Portugal, and everything west of it to Spain. 
 The movie stars Jeremy Irons as Father Gabriel, a Jesuit missionary priest who establishes a mission high in the Andes Mountains, for the Guarni, indigenous peoples of that area. Robert Di Niro plays Rodrigo Mendoza, a wealthy slave trader who captures and sells these same Guarni peoples, and who, in a jealous rage over a woman, murders his brother. Mendoza is thrown in jail after killing his brother, becomes overwhelmed by guilt and sinks into a suicidal depression. Authorities ask Father Gabriel to counsel Mendoza. He is able to guide Mendoza to a genuine “come to Jesus” experience. Father Gabriel is then allowed to take Mendoza back up into the Andes to the mission to minister to the people he had treated so cruelly. 
Mendoza, however, is still so guilt ridden that he takes this mission trip as penance. He paddles hard helping to get the group of priests up the river. He climbs the mountain with the others, but with an additional burden. He has a huge, self-imposed burden, a bag of discarded heavy metal objects hanging from his back. He even struggles to scale sheer cliff faces hand over hand with this huge bag of weighty trash dangling many feet behind him. 
As they near the site of the mission, the party is confronted a group of the Guarni hunters who greet Father Gabriel and his junior priests, but recognize Mendoza as the man who has stolen members of their tribe. Both groups stand in silence, the Guarni surveying the scene, looking at Mendoza and his burden, Mendoza, who has stolen so many of their precious  family members. Then one of the Guarni hunters begins to raise up a huge, long, vicious looking, machete like knife, and approaches Mendoza, who hangs his head in shame and awaits the death that he knows he deserves. The warrior swings the machete at Mendoza, and, to everyone’s surprise, without causing any injury to him, lops off the enormous, onerous, heavy bag of trash from Mendoza’s back. The camera pans to the bag clanking thousands of feet down the mountain, and into the river below. Medoza, sobs, realizing that, despite having abused these people mercilessly, he has now been forgiven. 

This is a movie which can be easily enjoyed for the talented acting, the exquisite scenery, the ethical dilemmas, and the history, but is also rich with spiritual symbolism, not the least of which is the scene that I just described. 
In a few minutes we will pray the Lord’s Prayer. Every Sunday we pray “Lead us not into temptation.” Why do we pray that? Because we are so terrible at resisting. We pray “Deliver us from evil”. Why do we pray that? Because the world is crawling with evil and it’s sometimes nearly impossible to resist joining in the same behaviors that we see all around us. We may join in a conversation that is crawling with hate for this or that politician or that besmirches somebody’s reputation. Because we’re joining others in the hate or the besmirching, we may not even feel like we are doing anything wrong…not, that is, until we stop to think about how Jesus has taught us to love one another.   
In this season of Lent, we have some work to do. We are called to examine ourselves, our behavior patterns. We need to decide whether or not these patterns are directed by God’s love, love for God, love for others and love for ourselves as children of God. Jesus has given us the ultimate role model, the example to which we can compare ourselves and see if we are continuing to grow more and more like Him. We are human, flawed, and will, at times, fail. But if we call a spade a spade, accepting responsibility for our sin, repenting, and asking forgiveness, we can achieve that goal of continuing to grow more like Jesus every day. 
If we take the season of Lent seriously, it isn’t a barrel of laughs, but the story has a terrific ending.
                                                                                                                            AMEN
