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James 5: 13-16; Psalm 32
Confess Sin To and Pray For One Another
Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and peace be with you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior—Jesus the Christ.

I can still remember it vividly.  I was a third grader at Green Valley School--a one room school a mile and a half down the road from our house in rural Wisconsin.  It was about 1 pm and I was walking home alone because the teacher had sent me home for sassing her. 
My mind was imagining that everyone in the community would know about the preacher’s kid who got kicked out of school.  As I got nearer the parsonage, I was tempted to hide in the woods and join my two older brothers later when school got out.  But no, there was no way to hide. And so I sneaked into the house trying not to have the screen door squeak.  But mom was in the kitchen, heard me and said:  “Why are you home so early?”  
I was tempted to say I was sick, but with tears streaming down my face I blurted out the whole episode.  I remember my mom telling me that the best way to deal with it was to apologize the next day to my teacher.  And after lots of tears I remember my mom wrapping her arms around me and assuring me that she loved me and that God loved me too.  It was one of my first lessons in confessing sin.
This past weekend Pastor Rolf preached on forgiving one another.  Today’s text is related to the theme of forgiveness.  The theme is “Confessing Sin to and Praying For One Another”.  It is intended to help us deal with the internal struggles caused by sin and self-centeredness.
King David, who is considered the writer of most of the psalms, was a man who was revered by his people as a great king.  But he had lots of trouble with his own behavior, including adultery and the murder of his lover’s wife.  Many of his psalms reveal the agony of a man wrestling with the burdens of his own guilt.  In today’s psalm he likened his feelings to that of a person shriveling up from summer’s heat.  But when he confessed his sin to God he felt a tremendous relief. 
All of us are under the power of sin.  None of us can escape it.  In varying degrees, all people carry a baggage of guilt as the result of behaviors done or left undone.  The apostle Paul and Martin Luther were both quite candid about their battle with sin and guilt.  None of us in this sanctuary are free of burdens caused by self-serving thoughts, actions or lack of action. 
And so from the letter of James we read:  “Therefore confess your sins to one another and pray for one another.”  In popular culture I would guess that the description for this is to “get something off of your chest” or to “unload a burden.”
But this is not as easy as it sounds.  Our pride and ego often get in the way of admitting our wrongs.  As many of you know, prior to coming to Peace Lutheran as a pastor, I was involved for over thirty years in the treatment of alcoholism and drug addiction.  A huge part of the treatment process for alcoholics and drug addicts is dealing with the ton of hurt, resentment and guilt caused by their behavior, often under the influence of drugs.  If you saw the Tiger Woods admissions and apologies a couple of weeks ago, it is my impression that it was a necessary part of his treatment and recovery for sex addiction. 
Steps four, five, and six of the 12 step program of recovery involves the unburdening of those emotions.  Those in recovery are asked to make a fearless inventory of all those behaviors in which they have engaged and the persons they have harmed.  Not only are they asked to write them down, but they are to share them with another person.  I have heard hundreds of what we call “fifth steps” in which I have listened to details of brokenness which have been stuffed deep inside of people’s memories.  
The sixth step of the program has the person pray for deliverance from those behaviors.  And the 8th and 9th steps of the 12 step program of recovery asks the person to make amends to those who have been harmed.  But there is a limit.  If making amends to a person will cause further hurt, it is to be avoided.  
James wrote, “confess your sins to one another and pray for one another.”  Martin Luther felt strongly that confession was an integral part of Christian life.  The Lutheran Handbook contains Luther’s Small Catechism and from it we read:  “Confession is an “office of the keys” belonging to all baptized persons, that is, anyone may confess and any believer may pronounce the word of forgiveness.”

All of us have found ourselves at times needing to confess.  During our 44 years of marriage I have, on many occasions, needed to ask for forgiveness from Susanne for acts of thoughtlessness.  And when she has responded with a word of forgiveness, it has been a great relief to me.  
Our worship services here at Peace always begin with our Confession of Sins.  It is an important reminder that all of us are in the same boat.  We are engulfed in sin and selfishness.  We are encouraged to confess and ask for forgiveness.  And we hear a word of forgiveness pronounced.  That being done we can begin our praise and our prayers.

One of the last and most important things we do in our worship here at Peace is to pray for each other.  As I visit with people of this church in various situations, many of which have involved loss and grief, I often hear people say.  “I appreciate the church’s prayers for me.”  And I can say the same thing.  Thanks for praying for me after my hospitalization on Thanksgiving Day.  It has been a very powerful expression of your love.  
People of Peace, we are loved by a wonderful Savior who encourages us to remember who we are and whose we are.  We are sinners who have been loved into a relationship.  And as we leave this service may the structure of our worship be a reminder to us in our daily lives of three important activities:   confession, forgiveness and prayer.

May the Peace of God which passes all our understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen.
