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Robert Howard was hailed as the best track and field athlete in 

Rhode Island history.  He still holds several state records set 

when he was in high school.  And later, as a member of the 

University of Arkansas team, he won nine NCAA titles in the long 

jump and triple jump.  Twice Howard made the US Olympic team, 

representing the USA in Atlanta in 1996 and Sydney in 2000.  In 

addition to his prowess as a world-class long jumper, Howard was 

the model student, graduating from the University of Arkansas 

with a 3.9 GPA—in pre-med!  

But in the summer of 2004, Robert Howard made his longest, 

and last, long jump—from the tenth floor window of his 

apartment to the pavement below.  It was the night of the 

opening ceremonies for the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens.  And 

it was also the closing night of this spectacular young life.  What 

would drive such a successful, bright young man to end his life 

like this?  

The police found a suicide note in Howard’s apartment. 

Apparently, for all his phenomenal success, Robert Howard could 

not outrun or out-jump the sense of failure that dogged his 

steps.    

• He had failed in a marriage.    

• He had failed to win a medal in the Olympics, and he 

had just missed the cut to make the 2004 US team, though 



 
 

 

he had taken a whole year out of medical school to try to 

get in condition to make the team again.    

• And even though he graduated with a 3.9 GPA, he 

could not make enough A's to erase the one B he made on 

his report card.    

Try as he might, he could not attain perfection.  His handwritten 

note finished with this phrase, “I have worked so hard in this 

lifetime, and to fall short on many occasions has just been too 

hard.”  

  

It is a tragic story.  But Robert Howard is not alone in his 

struggle with failure.    

• How do any of us deal with the times we come up 

short?    

• How do we overcome the track record of our 

mistakes?    

• What do we do with our sins?    

  

I know, over the years, I have come to realize that the greatest 

trap in our life is not success, popularity, or power, but self-

rejection.   

Success, popularity, and power can indeed present a great 

temptation, but their seductive quality often comes from the way 



 
 

 

they are part of the much larger temptation to self-rejection. 

When we have come to believe in the voices that call us 

worthless and unlovable, then success, popularity, and power are 

easily perceived as attractive solutions. The real trap, however, is 

self-rejection. . . . As soon as someone accuses me or criticizes 

me, as soon as I am rejected, left alone, or abandoned, I find 

myself thinking,   

“Well, that proves once again that I am a nobody.” . . . My dark 

side says, “I am no good. . . . I deserve to be pushed aside, 

forgotten, rejected, and abandoned.”  

Friends, know this: Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the 

spiritual life because it contradicts the sacred voice that calls us 

the “Beloved.” And being the Beloved constitutes the core truth of 

our existence.  

  

Since every person has a blemished record, there is plenty of 

available research to document the ways humanity deals with the 

imperfection of sin and self-rejection.  

  

Some people try to hide, or run away, from their sins.  

This is a common tactic.  When we sin, we try to cover it up, or 

just run away from its consequences.  But the truth is that 

nothing drags so heavy as a sack of old failures.  So our running 



 
 

 

is not swift.  Eventually, the past catches up to the present, and 

comes crashing through.  When we lie to cover up a lie, the 

covering lie must have a larger size and complexity than the 

first.  Finally, the energy and brilliance required to execute the 

perfect cover-up is too cumbersome, and our foolish plan falls 

from the pressure of its own weight.  

And even if no one else knows about our failures, we do.  The 

resulting guilt and shame begin to haunt us, robbing us of our 

peace and our self-esteem.   

  

Other people try to make up for their sins, as if to pay off 

the debts caused by their failures.  

This was the model employed by the Egyptian 

pharaohs.  According to their understanding of the judgment in 

the afterlife, the heart of a person was weighed in a balance 

against the weight of a feather.  If the person’s heart weighed 

lighter than the feather, they would enjoy bliss in the afterlife.  If 

heavier than the feather, that person would endure punishment 

and torture in the afterlife.    

So how did the Pharaohs make their hearts lighter, in preparation 

for such a scale?  By doing more good deeds than bad 

deeds.  The Egyptians believed that good deeds made the heart 

lighter.  Makes sense, since we really do experience a rush of 



 
 

 

well-being when we do a kind or generous act.  And similarly, 

when we do evil, it often sits heavy on our hearts like undigested 

food does in the stomach.  So the trick to the afterlife was simply 

a matter of the balance sheet—more good deeds than bad.  If the 

pharaoh committed a streak of evil deeds, he needed only to 

catch up with a few more good deeds, and all was square again.  

  

While we might easily dismiss such speculation today, the basic 

strategy seems to persist in many modern minds when it comes 

to dealing with our own sins.  But it doesn’t work that way with 

God.    

• Dropping money in the basket at church, or giving a 

dollar to the beggar at the street intersection, while noble 

and good in its own right, does not atone for cheating in 

business, or lying to the government on our taxes.    

• Volunteering for charity is good, but it does not balance 

a divine spreadsheet in the sky for time spent oppressing 

the poor or spoiling the environment.    

• Adopting an orphaned child is great, but it does not 

make up for failing as a parent to one’s own children.    

Our sins are not debts to be paid back.  Like B’s on a GPA, no 

amount of A’s can restore a perfect 4.0.  Instead, our sins set in 



 
 

 

motion a set of events that scar history.  Innocence lost cannot 

be regained by good deeds.  

  

So, how can we deal with our sins and feelings of self-

rejection?  There is only one way.  

And that is the way our gospel lesson shows us today.  John 

introduced Jesus Christ to the world with these words, “Behold 

the lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.”    

Friends, here is the good news: only in the forgiveness 

offered by God through Jesus Christ can our sins and 

shortcomings really be removed and overcome.    

It is not our doing; it is God’s.    

It is not our goodness; it is God’s goodness.    

  

If we try to rationalize our sins, as Pilate did while washing his 

hands over the death of Christ, we may convince others, but we 

will not convince ourselves, and we certainly will not convince 

God.    

If we try to outrun our sins, the shadows of our failures will haunt 

our steps until our final days, and beyond.    

There is only one cure for sin and shortcomings —

forgiveness.  That is why we confess our sins, with trembling 

and humility, without pretense or excuse, without a leg to stand 



 
 

 

on apart from the grace of God.  And amazing as it sounds, God 

wants to forgive us, to set us on a right course again.  That is 

why Jesus came, to announce that good news from God. Jesus 

announces that we belong to God, who loves us without 

conditions.  

  

When Jesus was baptized in the Jordan, he heard a voice from 

heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 

pleased” (Matthew 3:17). These words revealed the true identity 

of Jesus as the beloved. Jesus truly heard that voice, and all of 

his thoughts, words, and actions came forth from his deep 

knowledge that he was infinitely loved by God. Jesus lived his life 

from that inner place of love. Although human rejections, 

jealousies, resentments, and hatred did hurt him deeply, he 

remained anchored in the love of the Father.   

  

Friends, the words spoken to Jesus when he was baptized are 

words spoken also to me and you and to all who are brothers and 

sisters of Jesus. My tendencies toward self-rejection and self-

deprecation make it hard to hear these words truly and let them 

descend into the center of my heart. But once I have received 

these words fully, once I have accepted the truth that I am God’s 



 
 

 

beloved child, unconditionally loved, I am set free from the 

shackles of my own making.    

  

Friends, on the authority of the Scriptures, I offer you this as the 

only way to freedom.  Indeed, it is the only way home again.   
 


