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When we hear the word, “Repent!” probably the first thought 

that comes to mind is that we need to feel sorry for our sins and 

come away from them.  There’s good reason for that.  We have 

a lot of sins—big ones and small ones, and many of them have 

been around for a long time and we still have not mastered them. 

But the word “repent” has a number of different meanings.  

Today’s first reading provides a good example.  The Scripture 

says, “When God saw how the Ninevites turned from their evil 

way, God repented of the evil that he had threatened to do to 

them; he did not carry it out.”   

God cannot sin, so if we say God repented, we have to be 

thinking about repentance meaning something else than being 

sorry of one’s sins.  Another meaning for the word ‘repentance’ 

is to change one’s way of thinking, or to be converted from one 

way of thinking to another. 

When Jesus began his ministry by calling out “This is the time 

of fulfillment.  The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and 

believe in the gospel” it wasn’t enough that the people would 

hear that and be sorry for their sins.  They would also have to 

put on a new way of thinking.  That’s what the kingdom of God 

requires. 

One of the things that would have to change is that the people 

could no longer think that God was just up in heaven, sitting on 

his throne, and keeping his distance from what was going on 

down on the earth.  The kingdom of heaven was at hand and in 

the very midst of the people.  It was being made present in the 

person of Jesus, who was God made flesh, God become human. 



That was not something people expected, but it would change 

everything.  And their old way of thinking would not be able to 

grasp it.  They had to let go of that and be willing to think about 

things in a new way. 

That’s true even today.  We have to allow for new perspectives, 

new ways of thinking about things, and when we make room for 

them, they can have huge consequences.  One example of this is 

when we hear that God loves us, but if we have never 

experienced God’s love in a particular way, we might think that 

God loves all of us together, but have a hard time thinking that 

he loves me myself.  And then something happens, and God 

make it clear that he is caring for me in my own life and looking 

after me in an individual way.  And I have to repent of my old 

way of thinking and make room for this new insight into God’s 

love. 

Or another area of our way of being a Catholic Christian that 

might need some repentance or conversion is the idea that our 

faith really has to do mainly with our practice of personal piety.  

We work on becoming holy, of practicing the virtues, but in the 

realm of our personal life.  It came as quite a shock to many 

when Pope Saint Paul VI pointed out way back in 1972 that it’s 

not enough to pray for peace.  We have to be willing to work for 

it by working for justice. 

One of the things from my life that fits into this category has to 

do with care of creation.  Taking care of creation is not a new 

thought for me.  I’ve been convinced of the importance of that 

for a long time.  
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But the perspective that Pope Francis offered in his first 

encyclical “Laudato Si” was something I never thought of 

before.  He combined the cry of the earth with the cry of the 

poor.  He pointed out that environmental disasters not only 

signal that the earth is suffering, but that the poor are suffering, 

too.   

In fact, the poor suffer the most because they don’t have the 

needed resources to adapt.  They are much more exposed to 

changes in their living conditions than we are.  It’s bad enough 

when we have to contend with putting birds and animals on the 

endangered species list—something I worried about even when I 

was a kid—but things are much worse that I previously 

imagined:  Whole areas of the world are becoming uninhabitable 

and the poor that live there have very few options available to 

them.   

I’m working on being converted more completely to this new 

way of thinking, even though it means that I will have to make 

some changes that I haven’t really wanted to make. 

Certainly, repentance is a moral imperative.  But there is a sort 

of repentance which has more to do with being converted from 

ways of thinking and acting that we have always taken for 

granted as being okay to ways of thinking that are more in 

keeping with what the kingdom of God is about.  That everyone 

is able to share in the goods of the earth that God has left in our 

care, that it’s not a matter of the haves getting more and the 

have-nots suffering because of that.  By and large, when it 

comes to the environment the poor are innocent victims of 

practices that they don’t even benefit from. 



What to do about that?  Step one is always to acknowledge the 

reality.  Step two is to seek to be converted by the Spirit of the 

Lord to responding to the needs of the poor in effective ways.  

Step three is to move forward with the whole body of Christ, 

rich and poor alike, into the new creation that the kingdom of 

God is bringing to the earth. 


