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Back when my wife, Susan, and I were first married, it was our responsibility to visit with my paternal
grandfather. He lived in a nursing home about 15 minutes away from us, and there was no other family nearby,
so it fell on us to see him.
Susan and I were both working at the time, and our lives were pretty busy, though looking back, I can’t
remember why: we didn’t have any kids at the time; we didn’t have any commitments, other than work; and,
we had the weekends all to ourselves. Still, it felt like we always had a lot going on, and so we would visit my
grandfather when we could.
I can’t tell you how much those visits meant to him. His room was quite small, so Susan and I would sit on the
bed, while my grandfather sat in his wheelchair, and the three of us would talk and talk and talk. Actually,
Susan and I did most of the talking, because my grandfather always wanted to hear about us and the things we
were doing. So, I would tell him about the markets and what was happening. Then, Susan would talk about
her latest project. That’s when my grandfather always lit up. He was an engineer like Susan, and he really
liked hearing about her work, right down to the smallest of details. He would sit there in his wheelchair, with a
big smile on his face, soaking in every word Susan was saying.
After each visit, Susan and I would get back in the car and tell ourselves we needed to visit more often – it
meant so much to my grandfather. But then, we would get home and become wrapped up in all we were doing.
Before we knew it, visiting my grandfather just slipped our minds – days would go by, and then weeks.
One time, after a period like this when we hadn’t seen him in a while, we decided to visit on the upcoming
weekend. “We’ve got to go,” we told ourselves. “We’ve got to go.”
Saturday morning came, and we woke up and made breakfast. We were getting dressed and ready to leave,
when the telephone rang. It was the nursing home. My grandfather had died that morning.
To this day, I still kick myself over what happened. Why didn’t we go visit my grandfather sooner? Why
didn’t we go more often? It didn’t take that much effort. It didn’t really take any time. We weren’t really that
busy. Those visits meant so much to my grandfather, and now, he was gone. Why didn’t we go?
Sister Joan Chittister, a well-known author and spiritual guide, writes, “We’re all human, imperfect by nature…
and we will find our way through life one fall at a time.1”
We all know the truth to that statement. All of us are going to fall and make mistakes and miss opportunities.
We’ve done it before, and we’ll do it again. Not that we want to be that way, because we don’t, but sometimes,
we just can’t help ourselves. There are times in life when we come up short of who we are and who want to be.
We come up short of who God hopes we will be.

So, all of us end up kicking ourselves, over something we’ve done or left undone, something we said or didn’t
say. Maybe we could have been a better parent, a better spouse, a better child. Maybe we spent too much time
focusing on work and not enough time with our family and friends, telling the people we love most in this
world how much they really mean. Or, maybe we wish we had taken more risks, tried something new, tried
something different, pursued some dream we always had.
Whatever it is, we look back and ask ourselves: W hy didn’t I? W hy didn’t I do it? W hy didn’t I say it?
_________________________________
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And, we think to ourselves: If only I had. If only I had, everything would have been different. Everything
would have been better. If only I had.
We can’t really help thinking this way. It’s part of our human nature. Feelings of shame and remorse have a
way of following us around. Even if we try to hide from them or push them aside, those feelings have a way of
finding us and haunting us. We wish we could go back and fix what was broken, right what was wrong, do it
all over, and yet, we know we can’t go back. As much as we might like, there’s no turning back the clock, and
so we’re stuck with these thoughts of what might have been, or what could have been.
Sometimes, it’s so bad that we can’t fall asleep at night. We get so wrapped up, kicking ourselves and beating
ourselves up, that it affects our mood and our outlook. We get stressed and anxious, grouchy and irritable, to
the point where other people don’t want to be around us. Whatever it is that happened in the past, we can’t let
it go, we can’t move on – it’s still with is, upsetting us and our relationships, disrupting our present and our
future…
…. which brings us to the season of Lent.
In the early church, Lent was a time when new Christians prepared for baptism, and when other Christians,
who had fallen away from the church because of their sins, recommitted themselves to God through selfexamination and repentance. Just as Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness preparing for his ministry, the
early Christians observed the season of Lent through prayer, and fasting, and self-denial. For them, it was
forty days of getting ready, forty days of learning, forty days of growing, forty days of focusing on God and
nothing else. It was an opportunity for those early Christians to make a new start.

For us, the season of Lent is the very same thing. It’s a time for us to look inside and take stock, a time for us
to acknowledge our mistakes and missed opportunities, a time to consider who we are and who we hope to be.
And, it’s a time for us to admit that we need God. We need God’s help. We need God’s strength. We need
God’s love, because, when we realize we’re not all we hope to be, when we realize we’re not perfect and
sometimes fall short, we realize our need for forgiveness, and healing, and wholeness.
This inward journey isn’t an easy process. Looking at ourselves in the mirror and being honest with ourselves
about who we are is hard. Who here likes to admit they made a mistake? Who likes to say I screwed up – I
could have done better. It’s so much easier to point a finger at another person, to put the blame on someone
else.

But, if we are willing to try, we won’t go through the journey alone. Jesus will be with us. It may feel like
we’re wondering through the wilderness, vulnerable and alone, not knowing what to expect, not knowing what
lies ahead. But, Jesus has been through the wilderness, and he will be with us, showing us the way, helping us
to learn and grow, to discover new things about ourselves, and to become that person we always hoped we
would be. It can be a new start, for all of us.
Traditionally, people give something up during Lent, as a sort of a visible, tangible way of showing a
commitment to making that new beginning. They’ll give up alcohol, or chocolate, or even social media. But,
this year, how about we give up kicking ourselves over something that happened in the past? How about
giving up something that we haven’t been able to let go? Instead of focusing on what might have been, or
what could have been, focus on what can be. Focus on the here and the now and on the future. Bring whatever
emotional burden you’re carrying to church and lay it at the altar. Say: here you go, Lord. I made a mistake. I
screwed up. I’m not perfect, and I need your help. Help me be the kind of person I want to be. Help me live
the kind of life you want me to live. I’m ready, and I’m willing…. to make amends, to change my ways, to
make a new start.
Amen.

