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So, as most of you know, I juggle my time with you all at Oak Grove
with being a part-time student at the University of Minnesota’s School
of Social work. I’'m in semester four of the six semesters it’s going to
take me to complete my Master of Social Work degree.

So, this past week, in a beautiful effort to acknowledge the diversity of
our student body, the school put up little posters around the social work
school celebrating the various religious seasons happening right now.
Lunar New Year. Ramadan. Lent.

The Ramadan posters, my Muslim classmates tell me, had exactly the
right tone and messaging. This is good. I suspect we have more students
in our program who are serious about observing Ramadan than we do
students who are serious about observing Lent.

But the Lent posters? Well, to give credit, they were purple. At the top in
big block letters: “To Families, Relatives, and Communities Celebrating
Lent” And then, at the bottom, in cheerful sprawling cursive font
“Wishing you a joyous season.” But not quite the right tone. I actually
started laughing when I saw them.

To be honest, though, I’m a trained professional Christian, and I’'m not
exactly sure what the right greeting is. Definitely not Happy Lent. But
what are we supposed to say? “Have a guilty Lent?”



And I’ll say it out loud because I know some of you are thinking it. How
come Lent has to be such a bummer? I mean, it’s been a rough winter.
Maybe we could just skip it this year, or at least gloss over the stuff
about sin and repentance.

But no, here you are on the first Sunday of Lent, sitting in the church
pews or joining us virtually, and I’m hitting you with texts about sin in
the Garden of Eden and a Psalm about confessing our sins. Olympic
Hockey Brunch would definitely be more fun.

Talking about sin is not one of the greatest hits of 21st century Mainline
Liberal Protestantism, right? But on this first Sunday of Lent, buckle up,
because I’m going to make a case for talking about sin anyway.

The reality of sin, the prevalence of it, the ubiquity of it in our world?
Well, we might not love to talk about it, but it is indeed part of our
church and theological ancestry, and I’d like to make the case that our
ancestors were onto something; and that, in fact, facing up to it might
actually be something of a comfort.

We Presbyterians have a historic lineage that traces back to one John
Calvin, 16th century French Reformer. And it is John Calvin who is
popularly blamed for most of the dourness and harshness of Reformation
era Protestantism. If you want to get me going on why I don’t think this
totally fair, feel free to hit me up while we’re at the Chili Fest after
worship, but I’ll leave that out of the sermon for now...

Anyway, one of the least popular things attributed to Calvin and his
followers is the teaching of “total depravity”. Basically, this is a teaching
that says that when things fell apart in the Garden of Eden, humans were
so indelibly messed up that sin wormed its way into and corrupted us.
So, while we fully affirm that God created us good, we essentially
wound up so messed up that it’s almost impossible for us NOT to sin.



And this applies not just to us as individuals, but to how we function as a
group, as society as well.

Now, I will say this for the doctrine of total depravity. There certainly
are times when we look around and, well, the world seems pretty messed
up, and total depravity really does help us make sense of things.

It’s very easy for me to get on board with the idea of total depravity
when I’m observing the actions of other people who I think are
committing sins, and particularly the really big, awful ones. At the very
least, the idea of total depravity makes some sort of sense out of the
enormity of sin we see other people committing.

But here’s a case that maybe it 1s, in fact, just a tiny bit comforting to
apply the idea of total depravity to ourselves.

My dear friend Heidi is an Episcopal priest. Like me, though, she has
family roots in the Dutch Reformed Tradition In Reformation Protestant
Family tree terms, the Dutch Reformed are the Calvinist tradition
siblings of the Scottish Presbyterians. But maybe a bit more harsh and
dour than the Scots. Which is saying something.

So, Heidi and I are both mainline Protestant 21st century flaming liberal
pastors, but we both have Dutch Reformed clergymen in our family
trees.

A few years ago, Heidi wrote this brilliant essay about contending with
the spiritual heritage of total depravity, and how she’s come to find it a
comfort. When she was writing this essay, she called me and we had a
long talk about it; I tried to get her to drive up from Chicago to read this
to you, but no such luck so you’ll have to forgive me for this long quote.
Stick with me. It’s good.



Heidi writes this:

In recent years, the doctrine of total depravity has caught my
imagination...

1 find a surprising grace in the bleak, unflinching outlook of my
Calvinist heritage. Total depravity matches the sin-sized hole in my belly
in a way that “all people are basically good” never could. Of course the
world is full of evil and suffering. Of course people are unjust and cruel
to one another. Of course I feel like a completely inadequate Christian.
Of course it’s hard to avoid living as a complicit consumer, pollution
enabler, and ineffective activist. Of course I feel paralyzed by despair.
It’s because of total depravity.

Total depravity speaks to sin in our personal lives. More importantly for
me, it also gives theological definition to corporate and societal sins. It’s
not just that I am unable to love everyone I meet or to live a life that is
plastics-free. I have also found it impossible to untangle my individual
life from systems of injustice—institutionalized racism, pollution of the
air and land and water, cheap clothing and food supplies that depend on
the exploitation of laborers, banks and corporations that bend the
economy toward their profit. A contemporary Episcopal prayer of
confession includes this line: “We repent of . . . the evil we have done,
and the evil done on our behalf.” There is a lot of suffering and a lot of
evil in this world, and I find I cannot consider myself entirely innocent of
It.

But why go to the extreme of a doctrine like total depravity? Why not
just go attend a workshop on community organizing or on setting
boundaries?



It’s just that the more I make the salvation of the world a rational,
solvable problem, the deeper I seem to sink into futility. But when
unreasonable, unremitting human sin is something I expect, then I can
face the headwinds of evil without despair. When I believe that human
life—including my own—will never be without sin and suffering, I have
a greater ability to tolerate pain and horror and to keep on doing
justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly. I can, as Anne Lamott
would say, keep singing “Hallelujah!” and looking for grace anyway.

But could this approach numb me to injustice? It may be that numbness
is just what I need in order to crawl out of paralysis. I have taken
antianxiety medication. 1 find total depravity nearly as effective a
remedy for crippling anguish. I can shove my shock and despair at
human evil into Calvin’s theological Hefty bag and find more room on
my soul’s kitchen table to work on hope and a plan.”

(From “How I learned to love the doctrine of total depravity” by Heidi
Haverkamp, The Christian Century, October 2019)

What struck me when I read this essay again this week was that place
Heidi lands: that total depravity is an effective remedy for crippling
anguish. And I want to take that thought, and set it next to Psalm 32 to
take it one step further.

There is something incredibly freeing about identifying our own sin.
About being honest about it. This is what Psalm 32 is getting at. This
psalm is one of the Penitential Psalms: it’s a Psalm where the Psalmist is
confessing sin.

But it’s not exactly like the other Penitential Psalms, because it’s less
focused on angst of the poet about what they did, about the sin itself;
Psalm 32 is focused, weirdly, on the JOY of getting the sin out there, in
front of God.



Psalm 32 is about the transformation that happens when we stand before
God, with our sin out in the open, and name what we did. It’s about not
being ashamed before God, but knowing that when we can name what’s
wrong as sin, we begin the process of healing, of changing. We waste
away in silence and shame.

But, if we can name the ways that we are sinful, the ways it has such a
total grip on us, we discover that we don’t have to walk away from God
in shame. God is our hiding place, our safe space. We can move forward
with hope and a plan.

Because if the work of this season is self-examination, openness to God,
and recommitting ourselves to join Jesus on the path toward Jerusalem,
well, that is serious and holy work. But maybe our spiritual ancestors are
onto something. Because I think the people who carried these sad stories
about Eden down through generations; the people of God who sang
Psalm 32 down through the centuries; maybe even dour John Calvin
himself; I suspect that they didn’t want us to stop in the middle of the
story, where we recognize our sin and confess.

I suspect they wanted us to hear the last part where we rejoice because
we are safe, and loved, and forgiven by a God who 1s above all,
gracious. We can move forward in hope, and live with joy and gratitude,
and be about the work of transforming this hurting world. And so, with
the posters at the School of Social Work, I’d like to wish you a joyous
season.

Thanks be to God.



