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Last week when I went to confession – yes, priests go to confession too! – I had a greater than usual experience of freedom.  I was talking with my confessor about the age old problem of feeling like it’s the same sins all the time and how does a person ever really get to a ‘new place’ – really changed for the better?  His response was so simple, yet it struck me profoundly when he said, “the problem is that you keep seeing yourself as the same old person, convincing yourself that you CAN’T change.”  Then he said, “God is here today to set you FREE from this old image you have of yourself that you have been using as an excuse to keep doing the same old things.”  I KNEW this basic theology of the sacrament of reconciliation but his words hit me as if I was learning for the first time that the GRACE of the sacrament sets a person completely free from their past and places him or her on a new path toward who they want and need to be! 

As the priest was saying the words of absolution, and I felt God’s grace setting me free, some of St. Paul’s writings came to mind about who we really are when he wrote, “You are holy and beloved; you are light, not darkness; you are not lacking any spiritual gift.” 
Too many times in any given day we sell ourselves short in the holiness that we are actually capable of!  Too often we convince ourselves that our present way of living and the sinful habits we have been excusing, are too difficult to really change.  By confessing our sins we name the things we know need to be changed and God gives us a new freedom that allows us to ‘move’ to a new and different place than where we are.  God gives us a new beginning every time we sincerely acknowledge our mistakes and accept his grace! 

In today’s readings, both Isaiah and John the Baptist are preaching about this ‘new beginning’ that God offers people.  For Isaiah’s people, their time of enslavement in Babylon is ended and God is forging a path back home to Jerusalem for them.  Some of those people felt that their suffering was a punishment from God, but Isaiah reminds them that God’s strong arm is gathering them back into his care and gently leading them home.  “Home” for all of us is in God’s shepherding arms…and that loving place is always available to us…if we are willing to turn away from our errant ways. 
John the Baptist is preaching a similar ‘new beginning’ with the free forgiveness of sins to anyone who is willing to allow God’s grace to wash over them.  The ‘fresh start’ that John is offering on behalf of God is then brought to completion in the person of Jesus who also gives us the gift of the Holy Spirit.  God’s Mercy first washes us clean from our past mistakes and then God fills us with the Holy Spirit to have the grace and strength to stay away from our old habits. 

When the author Mark put this story at the start of his gospel, he is making it clear that this person Jesus is God’s way of making a new beginning with his people.  While it may seem like our world around us is falling apart and God has quit working wonders, God continues to do great things in our world in very personal ways with each one of us.  God is still doing transforming work each time that another person turns away from their sin and allows God to hold us close to his bosom and be washed in Jesus’ purifying love.  THIS is how God continues to bring transformation to the world…one person at a time! 

Certainly it is GOD who takes the initiative of inviting us to a ‘new beginning.’  But God gives us the option of accepting his grace to help us move to a ‘new place’ in our life…one in which we finally realize that we are indeed given the strength to turn away from whatever sin we were convincing our self was ‘okay’ or ‘justifiable.’ 

Too many of us Catholics have forgotten, or maybe were never really taught fully, about the healing grace of the sacrament of reconciliation.  It is for anyone who has been feeling burdened by some particular sin that has been consuming their time and energy…away from who they really want and need to BE.  This Advent is a wonderful time to be set FREE and come back ‘home’ to God’s shepherding embrace…to live again in the Holy Spirit of joy and peace.  To prepare for our parish confession service next week, let us each spend some time this week really evaluating a specific sin that we need to just STOP doing.  The sacrament then washes us clean from the burden it has caused us and gives us the grace to return to a more holy way of living.  For too long we have been deceived into thinking that sinful ways give us freedom and holiness is too confining.  The opposite is true! 

The choice is ours: FREEDOM and a new beginning….OR…stuck in the same old ways of feeling bad about our self.  The Eucharist helps us make the correct choice!
