
1 
 

 

The admonitions about repentance in today’s readings reminded me of something an old 

Jesuit told me years ago; that there are only two things to worry about: whether you’re 

healthy or whether you’re sick. Now, if you’re healthy, there’s nothing to worry about. If 

you’re sick, there are only two things to worry about: whether you get better or whether 

you get worse. If you get better, there’s nothing to worry about. If you get worse, there 

are only two things to worry about: whether you live or whether you die.  

 

If you live, there’s nothing to worry about. If you die, there are only two things to worry 

about: whether you were ready or whether you weren’t. If you were, there’s nothing to 

worry about. If you weren’t, there are only two things to worry about: whether you go to 

heaven or whether you go to hell. If you go to heaven, there’s nothing to worry about.  

If you go to hell, well, there’s sure not much point in worrying about anything else 

anymore, is there? 

 

My Jesuit friend’s point was that repentance is all about being ready. The stories about 

Siloam and the temple that Jesus related serve to tell us that we are well-advised to be 

ready to meet our Creator at all times. If we are, there’s nothing to worry about. That, of 

course, begs the question of what it means to be ready, so let’s take a look. 

 

Our word repentance is how we translate the Greek word metanoia, as many of you 

know. Metanoia means to change not what we think, but the way we think. In a nutshell, 

it means to abandon self-centered thinking that focuses on the material world with its 

what’s-in-it-for-me attitude, and to embrace God’s will as our own. Lest that sound 

needlessly complex, God’s will is simply and only that we all be together with God in life 

eternal. To put it even more simply, to do God’s will is to love, because God, as the 

gospel tells us, is Love. 
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That doesn’t sound too hard, does it? But it is, and the difficulty arises, it seems, from our 

fallen condition and the way we humans think.  

 
Many years ago, St. Augustine wrote “In this life there are two loves in conflict: the 

love for this world and the love of God. Whichever wins out draws the lover like 

gravity in its direction. It is not through feet or wings but by desire that we come to 

God. And it is not by some physical bond or iron chain that we are bound to earth. 

We are bound simply by our desire for the things of earth.”1 

 

A curious thing about repentance is that some folks really don’t seem to want to hear 

about it, even though it’s all about love. A friend of mine remarked to me not long ago 

that she’d observed that among some believers she knew, even their desire to go to 

heaven sounded more like just wanting to avoid hell and go to a nice place along with a 

few of their favorite people than to be forever in the deep and loving embrace of God. 

 

I told her I thought that sounded like a pretty harsh judgment, but I didn’t entirely 

disagree. Up to a point, I told her, that perspective’s perfectly OK because we’re all 

growing in faith and that’s the way it probably needs to look to most of us for a while. 

But I did agree with her that beyond a certain point it begins to sound more like wanting 

to marry someone for their money than out of love of who that person really is.  

 

Repentance gently urges us to change the way we think about ourselves and the way we 

think about our relationship with God. The psychologist Robert Moore wrote a book 

years ago about wrestling with repentance. We all come into the world motivated by 

infantile narcissistic grandiosity, he writes. That’s not a put-down, just a description of 

the way things are. St. Augustine might’ve agreed that it was what he had in mind with 

the doctrine of original sin.  

 
1 https://augustinianspirituality.org/2020/11/27/a-prayer-of-unknowing-by-thomas-merton/, March 10, 2022 
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As babies, our inarticulate belief is that the entire world’s there for our benefit, and that 

alone. The grandiosity part refers to our belief that the world’s exactly, and only, the way 

we think it is and that it needs to bend to our will. Most of us grow out of that way of 

thinking over time, with varying degrees of ease and success, but some don’t. A certain 

Russian leader is currently giving us proof of that. He is not alone.  

 

The human will is an enormously powerful agent. Put to the service of others in love it 

can do amazing things. Put to the service of that self-will that characterizes infantile 

narcissistic grandiosity, St. Augustine’s original sin, it becomes a way of thinking that 

can be breathtakingly destructive. Self-will untamed is self-will unleashed, and self-will 

unleashed is something to worry about.  

 

The people in recovery programs with whom I work these days know the truth of that 

sentiment from bitter experience. They also know wherein true repentance lies. One 

writes. “The willingness to give up my pride and self-will to a Power greater than myself 

has proved to be the only ingredient absolutely necessary to solve all of my problems 

today. Even the smallest amount of willingness, if sincere, is sufficient to allow God to 

enter and take control over any problem, pain, or obsession. My level of comfort is in 

direct relation to the degree of willingness I possess at any given moment to give up my 

self-will, and allow God’s will to be manifested in my life. With the key of willingness, 

my worries and fears are powerfully transformed into serenity.”2 

 

When it comes to repentance, there are indeed only two things to worry about: whether 

we are willing to abandon our self-will and embrace Love, or not. If we are, then there’s 

nothing to worry about. If we’re not…well, I think you can finish that sentence on your 

own. 

 
2 Daily Reflections | Alcoholics Anonymous (aa.org) for March 7. March 10, 2022 


