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As all of you know, we have been studying this book by Marcus Borg, and we are getting towards the 

end of it.  Chapter 9, which we talked about this morning, also on Tuesday night, is on the subject of 

sin and salvation.  As you can imagine, sin always sort of generates a lot of conversation.  We like to 

talk at length about other people’s sins, so I will start out with other people’s sins this morning. 

 

I want to remind you of, and I know you will remember this story of sin.  It began a long time before 

this, but publicly it began in January of 1998, when President Bill Clinton began to deny, and then 

eventually to confess, about his relationship with the White House intern, Monica Lewinski.  What is 

interesting about this is not really the whole episode, because, as we were reminded from Susie’s 

reading today, people in power having adulteress relationships, is as old as the Bible.  King David was 

quite good at it, as well as King Solomon and some of the other Israelite kings.  They were quite good 

at seeing what they liked and going after it, regardless of the consequences, but in the wake of Bill 

Clinton’s debacle, the national media began to have a conversation.   I don’t know if you remember 

this, but there was news story after news story about sin.  One of the reasons the media began to talk 

about sin was because we think about sin primarily as about personal morality.  We think of it as 

personal trespasses.  Often we think about sin solely in the sense of sexual sin.  Adultery, of course, is 

a form of sin and we tend to think about it—I’m not sure why that is—it just seems to have those 

elements that we want to talk about, so our national media started to have programs about what 

Christianity has to say about sin, what Jews have to say about sin, and so forth and so on, all in 

response to President Clinton’s sin. 

 

Now, of course, sin is about personal morality.  No one argues that point.  We all struggle with issues 

of personal morality.  We are all, as we say, and as Rosina just said to our children, sinners.  We all do 

things that are not right, that somehow feel wrong, violate the commandments of God or somehow are 

offensive, we believe, in the eyes of God.  Personal morality is about what we do.  It is about what we 

think.  We can sin in our thoughts.  It is even about what we feel.  We can have feelings that verge, or 

go across the line of sinfulness. 

 

I think that personal morality, of course, is our connection, on some level, with the story of Adam and 

Eve in the Book of Genesis.  You remember that story where they were kicked out of the Garden of 

Eden, and we talk about that story in terms of human brokenness, that there is something amiss with 

the human experience, something amiss that is from the beginning.  We, in Christian history and 

Christian theology, often talk about original sin, that there is just something just wrong with us from 

the “get go”.  More recent theology has found that to be problematic.  It doesn’t feel right to say that, 

when a baby comes out of the womb, it is sinful, so we are trying to navigate, and steer around, that 

kind of concept.  We still run into, in life and in history, the fact that, no matter how hard we try as 

human beings, as earth creatures, something always goes wrong—in our personal decisions, in our 

corporate decisions, and in our national decisions.  We seem to be forever bound up with sin. 

 

I had a friend with whom I was good friends growing up, and he was from a Catholic family.  They 

were very faithful in their Catholicism except for the father.  The father didn’t go to church much.  I 

remember being at their house one day, and my friend asked his father in front of me “Dad, are you 

going to church this week?”, and his father said “I didn’t do nothing wrong this week”. 

 

 



So, we do think about sin very much as a personal morality play.  It is about how we act as 

individuals, but Marcus Borg goes on to say that sin is also reflected in our corporate and societal 

morality.  There are social structures, social institution systems that are, in fact, sinful. We all 

participate in these structures in one way or another.  We can’t get ourselves out of these 

structures.  We are really sort of forced to participate in structures of sinfulness, but the thing about 

social sin and sin in structures is that we tend to be far enough removed from that sin where we can 

ignore it, deny it, or just not really fully see that systemic sin. 

 

I was thinking about that early this morning when I got here at 6:30.  It is a nice time to be in the 

church—no sounds, no phones, no people—and I can think about my clothing.  If you want to do an 

exercise in sort of an eye-opening practice for systemic sin, take off your clothes (Don’t take them off 

here right now.) and simply look at your tags.  Just simply look at where your clothes are made.  I am 

wearing, today, a jacket made in China, a shirt made in Mexico, pants made in Vietnam, and socks 

made in Bangladesh.  If you read all about it in the newspapers, you know that, when we wear those 

clothes that are made by cheap labor throughout the world, we are, on some level, participating in 

systemic sin. 

 

When Kim and I were down in Guatemala, we looked more deeply into these issues of the factory 

workers and primarily women who worked in those factories in Guatemala who made clothes for first 

world markets. Sure enough, it was about systemic sin, working conditions, pay conditions that were 

just barely above poverty levels.  Where the sin in that comes in is that, somebody in that system is 

making a whole lot of money.  That is not necessarily to make us feel bad for the clothes that we wear 

but just to acknowledge that we are all engaged in, at one level or another, systemic sin, and it is all 

around us. 

 

The biblical story does not leave us, as Christians, there in sin—personal or systemic.   It is always a 

story from the beginning to the end that leads towards salvation, and salvation, as Borg points out in 

his book, comes from the Latin word for wholeness and healing.  Our journey of faith, our journey of 

life, our journey as a congregation is always along the road towards salvation.  We seek healing.  We 

seek wholeness.  We seek to find ways to get out of systems of injustice and sin.  We seek to be more 

self-conscious of ourselves and how we think and what we participate in so that we are not always 

engaging in sinful activity.  We call that the exercise of conscience.  We can’t do certain things 

because our conscience stops us, and that’s a good thing, but we move towards salvation through the 

process of repentance.  These are all traditional words.  I want to acknowledge that sin, sinfulness, 

salvation and repentance are all words that are traditional in the Christian vocabulary, words that 

sometimes carry baggage with them.  It feels heavy to talk about sin.  Borg acknowledges that in his 

book.  Moving towards wholeness and healing begins with this concept of repentance.  Really, this is 

about turning our lives around, turning our lives in a new direction, making decisions about how we 

live that takes us down a different road. 

 

Biblically, we talk about turning around.  We talk also about returning from exile.  We talk about 

finding a way out of the wilderness.  The wilderness is where we wander with no life support systems, 

no guidelines for how to live.  The wilderness is where, biblically speaking, we build Golden Calves 

to give our allegiance to.  These are not godly.  These are earthly and worldly Golden Calves that lead 

us astray but give us a false sense of security, so repentance is about turning around and trying to 

figure out how we get reconnected to God.  Repentance is about admitting that somehow we are 

separated from God and we long for connection.  I think that one of the critical components of 

repentance is turning around, seeking and asking the question “Do we long for, thirst for, being 

connected with something bigger than ourselves?”  That is the journey towards God as we are thirsting 

for something different, so how do we make this turnaround journey?  My sense is that all of us in 



church, this church and other churches, are already on the path.  We are already on the journey of 

turning around.  We are never going to fully be there because, as soon as we say we have arrived, we 

are really in trouble, but we are all on that path.  We are all slowly turning around.  We begin that 

process and continue that process first of all by looking in the mirror.   We look in the mirror and we 

look at our lives and we ask, “What is the story that I have been living out of?  How have I shaped my 

life?  What are the values that I have lifted up as important and how do I get out of that false 

construction?” 

 

In our world, we are told again and again and again where we ought to place our trust.  As you know, 

in our culture, we are always told to place our trust in things—happiness comes from things, so we are 

completely seduced to give our lives over to that narrative, that story line, so the first move towards 

salvation is turning around, looking in the mirror, and basically taking stock and inventory of what we 

have really given our lives over to, and the second piece is simply to adopt a new narrative, adopt a 

new story and a new set of values out of which to live.  That is why coming to church every week is so 

critical because, what we are doing here is, we are talking about a different narrative. 

 

We are talking about a different story line by which to shape our lives.  It is a story line of freedom, of 

liberation, a story line of healthiness and forgiveness and peace, a story line of generosity to others 

and of loving one another unconditionally, so we find salvation by turning around, identifying where 

we have been, and claiming a new story for our lives.  This is what I believe God wants for us.  God’s 

intent for each of us is to make that journey, to make that journey together, to make those tough 

decisions about what we truly value, and then, of course, the real trick of living what we say we 

believe, and that is difficult, but that is the challenge.  We engage in that challenge of salvation of 

finding healing and wholeness and a new life story to live by. We engage in that together, so we have 

the strength of community.  We have the strength of our biblical story.  We have the strength of God’s 

spirit to guide us, and we move forward, claiming newness, acknowledging our brokenness, pursuing 

healing and wholeness, and finding salvation which is one with God, one with our neighbor, and one 

with the world.  We give thanks today for God’s presence in that long journey, in Jesus’ name we 

pray.  Amen. 
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