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 One of the charges brought against religion is that all it does is make people feel 
guilty. The accusers point to words like “sin” and “unworthiness” as summing up what, 
they say, religion is all about. They remark how a doctrine such as “original sin” seems 
to convey the impression that from the very start we were all messed up–that, like a 
ruined cake, we came out wrong.. Some also mention how they find the prayers of the 
Mass to be rather negative, emphasizing one’s sinfulness. So, when we hear the words 
of Peter in today's Gospel, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man,” why might 
these words trigger for some depressing memories going back as far as childhood? 
 
 In light of today's Gospel we might look for a few minutes at the whole matter of 
guilt. We might reflect on what we believe are God's expectations of us, and what 
should be our expectations of ourselves. I think that guilt comes packaged in different 
wrappings. There is the guilt that is morbid, sick, neurotic and destructive to one's 
well-being, and there is the guilt that is healthy and constructive. A sense of guilt that 
is healthy, maybe even useful, is one that reminds us where we have actually done 
wrong, where we have violated the rights of others, where we have been unkind, 
where we had been unfaithful to the promises we have made, and where we have had 
an opportunity to make a situation better and simply did nothing. That kind of guilt is 
like a flashing red-light on the dashboard of one's life, a kind of warning signal to 
change some specific action or pattern of activity, or, perhaps, even give a whole new 
trajectory to the direction of my life. 
 
 This can be the call of Jesus, a call to conversion, a call to growth and 
transformation; a call to turn away from those areas our lives that we recognize are 
destructive to ourselves, or to others; a call to act differently in some area over which 
we do exercise control, where we have the ability to make a change. This is a call to 
act responsibly, to take a new option on the future. This is the kind of guilt that is 
constructive and healthy because it points to those areas of our lives which need to be 
changed; those areas where we can point to and say, “Yes, things can and should be 
different there.”  
 
 But, then, there is that morbid, destructive, neurotic guilt that can suffocate a 
person. This morbid sense of guilt often can't point to any specific area to change, but 
just tends to make a person feel poorly about himself or herself; where one's very 
sense of self-worth and self-esteem is sapped at the root. That morbid sense of guilt 
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may be always looking to the past, continuing to blame oneself for what has been, for 
the mistakes of a former day. Often it is characterized by remorse. One says, in so 
many words, “If only I had acted differently; if only I hadn't been there in time; if only 
I had seen the danger signs sooner; if, if, if…” Anne Morrow Lindbergh, the wife of the 
famous aviator, described remorse accurately when she said, “It is like the food 
offered one in dreams; it cannot nourish.” And, she was right. This kind of guilt doesn't 
do anyone any good; it’s gets us nowhere; there's no point in crying over the past. 
Jesus calls us to live for today, to be unburdened of too many yesterdays, to make a 
new tomorrow, to take the next best step in our lives, whatever that might be. 
 
 One might also feel guilty for those feelings that arise spontaneously–those dark 
feelings to which we are all prey: feelings of anger, envy, despair, of jealousy and lust. 
Those feelings are part of all of us; we have no control over them, as they well up 
inside ourselves.  Jesus does not ask us to pretend to be what we are not. We are not 
to deny the existence of those dark feelings, but we are to learn to live with them–to 
recognize them for what they are, to learn over time to integrate those feelings into a 
sense of ourselves that is more centered, more whole.  
 
 Just because we have those feelings does not mean we have to act upon them; 
does not mean that we have sinned. For example, we may have feelings of antipathy 
towards some individual. Jesus calls us not to indulge those feelings, not to dwell upon 
them, not to put them into action by taking revenge. Even with those negative feelings 
we can try to love the person who has hurt us, i.e., try to treat him or her with 
respect, fairness, with a measure of kindness, always giving him or her the chance to 
be different. Jesus doesn't ask us to pretend to have warm feelings that simply aren't 
there, but to try to accept that “so–and–so” as a fellow human being. The poet, W.H. 
Auden, summed it up in a brief prayer he once wrote, “Lord, help me love my crooked 
neighbor, as I love my crooked self.” In short, help me to deal with my neighbor's 
shortcomings, as I deal with my own. Those dark feelings are seen, then, more as 
symptoms than as sins–reminders to us where we still have a long way to go in 
integrating our lives in the pattern of that of Jesus. 
 
 Finally, there is that brand of guilt that manifests itself in hearing all those voices 
from the past that echo inside our minds shouting, “Boo! Hiss! Don't do that! You can't 
do that! You can't be that!” or to cheer, “Yes, have to do that! You must be that!” until 
we are at the point of exhaustion. These are the echoes of voices we heard as little 
children when we were unable to filter, to sort out what was true from what was false, 
what was valuable from what was hurtful, but which were assimilated uncritically, and 
may still be part of who we are today. These are the voices that may still weigh heavily 
upon one's heart, even when one’s head says to act contrarily. It may take the 
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greatest act of faith in God, and in one’s self, to act in opposition to those shrill voices 
from the past. 
 
 So, there is an awareness of guilt that is constructive, that is healthy, because it 
points to those areas of life that need to be changed, that can be changed. And there 
is that morbid, destructive, un-Christian feeling of guilt, where we may be accusing 
ourselves more than God would. I often find the paradox wherein some people prefer 
to wallow in the guilt of the past, than deal with the unhealthy or unfair situation in 
which they are presently engaged. Now, if that's not neurotic, I don't know what is.  
 
 In today’s Jesus Gospel does not dwell on Peter's feelings of his own 
unworthiness. Jesus invites Peter to be more than he would have imagined he could 
have been. Peter is transformed from a fisherman to a “fisher of men (and women, 
and children, too).” Just provides Peter with a role that he could never have 
performed, had he gone through life with his own self-hating script of guilt and 
recrimination. It is that possibility of wholeness and peace to which Jesus invites each 
of us–to put our sad stories of guilt and error in the past where they belong; to admit 
they are a part of who we are, but not the whole story; to learn from them, not to 
dwell upon them; to dwell, rather, on who and what we might become, if we discover 
within ourselves, behind the self-deprecation, that true self whom Jesus sees and is 
calling into being. Let us pray that that wholeness may be ours, that the words of 
Jesus not sound in our ears with accusation, but summon us to possibilities we may 
have forgotten could be ours. 


