
 

 

Some years ago, while backpacking through Yellowstone National Park, I had to do some-
thing that seemed really odd to me. But, it is important to preface my experience with 
certain rules of packing for this kind of wilderness. First of all, you must know that bears 
are an ever-present reality and that they are attracted by interesting smells. The fra-
grances in things like soap, deodorant, and the like, as well as food are interesting smells 
for bears, and they can pick up smells from about ten miles away. Obviously, you must 
bring food with you, but anything that is not a necessity must be left behind. Secondly, 
you must limit your impact on the environment as much as possible. Therefore, whatever 

you carry in, you must carry out. And, you must limit the amount of chemicals you use in order to keep the environ-
ment as pristine as possible.  
 
Keeping these factors in mind, after we stopped and had dinner on the first day, we needed to figure out how to 
clean our bowls. Since we did not have soap, you might wonder what we used; it was essentially sand. There was 
some coarse dirt nearby about the consistency of sand. I put the dirt in my bowl and wiped it all around, and then I 
went to the river to rinse it off. The dirt acted as an astringent and the bowl actually became pretty clean. 
 
At times in our spiritual life, we need to clean ourselves off from sin and brokenness, and that is why we have the 
sacrament of Penance. I know that many people wonder why we need this sacrament because I often hear the 
question: “Why do I need to celebrate the sacrament of Penance?” People are seeking to understand the importance 
of this sacrament in their lives. Formulating a proper response begins with the truth proclaimed in the first letter of 
John: “If we say, ‘We are free of the guilt of sin,’ we deceive ourselves; the truth is not to be found in us. But if we 
acknowledge our sins, He who is just can be trusted to forgive our sins and cleanse us from every wrong. If we say, 
‘We have never sinned,’ we make Him a liar and his word finds no place in us.” (1 Jn.1:8-10) 
 
Only when a person recognizes his or her personal sinfulness and the need to be reconciled, can they fully appreciate 
the importance of the sacrament in their life. Therefore, we are a people who need to be reconciled with God. 
Where does this reconciliation come from? It comes only from Christ. As John’s letter continues: “My little one, I am 
writing this to keep you from sin. But if anyone should sin, we have in the presence of the Father, Jesus Christ, an 
intercessor who is just. He is an offering for our sins, and not for our sins only but for those of the whole world.” (1 
Jn. 2:1-2) 
 
Furthermore, Saint Paul supports this contention in his letter to the Romans, “For, if when we were God’s enemies, 
we were reconciled to Him by the death of his Son, it is all the more certain that we who have been reconciled will 
be saved by his life. Not only that; we go so far as to make God our boast through our Lord Jesus Christ, through 
whom we have now received reconciliation.” (Rm. 5:10-11) It is clear to Saint Paul that reconciling God to his people 
is at the heart of Christ’s mission, and that this reconciliation is only possible through Christ’s death.  
 
As Christ lived out his ministry, his desire to heal the people of their spiritual brokenness is never more evident than 
in the Gospel of Matthew:  
 

Then He reentered the boat, made the crossing, and came back to his own town. There the people at once 
brought to Him a paralyzed man lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith He said to the paralytic, “Have 
courage, son, your sins are forgiven.” At that, some of the scribes said to themselves, “This man 
blasphemes.” Jesus was aware of what they were thinking and said: “Why do you harbor evil thoughts? 
Which is less trouble to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or ‘stand up and walk’? But to help you realize that the 



 

 

Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—He then said to the paralyzed man—“Stand up! Roll up 
your mat, and go home.” The man stood up and went toward his home. At the sight, a feeling of awe came 
over the crowd, and they praised God for giving such authority to men. (Mt 9:1-8) 

 
As Christ claimed this authority for himself, He revealed to God’s people a new reality in their relationship with God. 
We can be fully healed of our sins through our faith in God’s mercy. That mercy was fully revealed in the death and 
resurrection of Christ. And our participation in this saving event is a participation in a new life in Christ. This begins 
with our baptism, which removes the stain of all sin from us, and through those waters we are reborn in Christ. We 
are made adopted sons and daughters of God through our participation in Christ’s death and resurrection. This new 
life of grace calls us to live our lives in accord with the gospel.  
 
Next week we will explore more fully the need for the sacrament of Penance and how it can help us live out that life 
of grace. 
 
If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me 
at fr.brian@theholyrood.org , or if easier please call me at 978-254-0560. 
 
Please keep me in your prayers.   
 
In Christ, 

 
Fr. Brian 
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