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FOR ALL THE STUCK 
1 John 1:5—2:6 

 
Last week we celebrated the 500th Anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. Since then, our calendars 
have marked Halloween, All Saints Day, All Souls Day or Day of the Dead, new carpet, Trinity’s Fall Fest, 
Daylight Savings… (Phew) 
 
And today the Christian Reformed Church observes World Hunger Sunday, a day set aside to remember 
the plight of the poor and renew our commitment to work on their behalf.  
 
Let me start with the Reformation and bring it back around to World Hunger and 1 John…  
 
The Protestant Reformation was born out of time in history when there was an acute consciousness of 
impending divine judgment and the soul’s accountability to God for sin. 
 

Think Dante’s Divine Comedy,  
or Luther’s tortured efforts to manage his own sin and make himself righteous before a holy and 
wrathful God.  

 
Luther’s eventual realization that the Bible teaches salvation by grace alone, through faith alone, in 
Christ alone – This was revolutionary. 
This was, and is, exceedingly good news.  
 
And in moments where we, like Luther, are tormented by our own moral failure, the gospel of grace is a 
balm to the soul. Thanks be to God.  
 
But maybe it’s not your moral failures and transgressions that keep you up at night.  
And maybe you’re not alone.  
Maybe 500 years later, we’ve sort of gotten used to this idea that Jesus died for our sins… 
Maybe it’s not so revolutionary anymore. 

(Maybe that’s just me.) 
 
But I wonder if you know this feeling. 
 

So I grew up in the suburbs of Toronto, came to Trinity for college, and ended up moving to 
Chicago after graduation. I currently live in the Garfield Park neighborhood on Chicago’s west 
side.  
 
I come by this locatedness honestly enough. When we got married, my husband’s family had 
already lived on our block for a number of years—in a house that has been home to every adult 
sibling at some time or other, my husband and myself included. That house belongs to his 
brother now. We moved in across the street. His sister bought a place around the corner. It’s a 
little taste of small town living in the big city.  
 



Garfield Park has been marked by urban blight since the 60s. The neighborhood is no stranger to 
shootings, gangs, drugs, poverty, slumlords, disenfranchisement of all kinds…  
 
But it also has a big beautiful park and conservatory, and public transportation, and easy access 
to downtown, and proximity to burgeoning development right next door in the West Loop. It’s 
right on the edge of an inevitable wave of gentrification.  
 
When I push a stroller through my neighborhood, I am aware that my white face and a zillion 
other subtle things about me are somehow caught up in a web of power and privilege, of haves 
and have nots, of race and history and greed and injustice and displacement. 
 
And no matter how much I want to resist the gentrification of my neighborhood, I am somehow 
contributing to it. Every day.  

 
I wonder if you know this feeling.  
 
The feeling of being stuck—in sins so subtle, so embedded in the culture and systems and institutions of 
which you are an active part, that to disentangle yourself from contribution and culpability feels….   
 frustrating? 
 disheartening? 
 infuriating? 

overwhelming? 
impossible?  

 
My journey through seminary took a solid seven years. (Had a couple kids….)  
I read a lot of books over those seven years. A lot of them stayed on my shelf. Not a lot of them stayed 
in my strong memory.  
 
But one of the ones that did was a little survey of the doctrine of Justification written by Alan Spence.  
The doctrine of justification was, of course, a big deal for Luther and the Reformation. This idea that we 
are justified, made right with God, restored to relationship, through the merits of Christ.  This was the 
answer to the problem of sin and judgment that plagued the medieval consciousness. 
 
Of course, that prevailing medieval worldview eventually gave way to secular humanism and we are no 
longer daily tormented by the idea that we’ll someday be called to account before God. The air we 
breathe is different. There’s more optimism about humanity.  
 
Maybe justification doesn’t matter as much anymore?  
 
But then Spence argues—and this is why his little book was memorable—maybe the doctrine of 
justification is exactly what is needed for the 21st century. Because as modernism gives way to 
postmodernism and postcolonialism, guilt is making a comeback.  
 
Here’s Spence: 
 

“Far from living without guilt or a sense of accountability before God, there are many of us 
today who find ourselves overwhelmed by our failure to stand up for the cause of the 



oppressed, to defend racial minorities, to respond to the cries of the poor or to challenge 
structures that are manifestly unfair to one sex.  
 
New areas of structural injustice are continually being brought to our attention.  
 
We have now come to recognize that much of the imported food we eat is produced by people 
who are not given a fair wage and that the cheap clothes on our backs are inexpensive partly 
because of the exploitation of women and children in their manufacture. It would seem that the 
levels of luxury we take for granted are to some extent dependent on the suffering or 
mistreatment of those who cannot speak up or defend themselves.  
 
Further, we have come to learn in recent decades that through our apparently insatiable 
corporate greed we are damaging our planet, depleting countless species of flora and fauna and 
robbing our children of their natural inheritance.” 
 

I wonder if you know this feeling.  
 
The feeling of being overwhelmed by our failures. Stuck in sins of our collective making, sins of our 
fathers and mothers, sins we pass down to our children, sins that cause others around the world to cry 
out for justice.  
 
We live in a day and age that is waking up to the reality that sin is not just personal moral failure. It’s 
everything that is not shalom, not the way it’s supposed to be.  

It’s embedded in our culture. 
It’s in the air we breathe. 
It’s in all the ways we hurt people and manipulate the world to our own advantage and comfort, 
half the time when we’re not even aware of it. 
 

We are stuck. 
 
The verses we read from the first letter of the Apostle John are about sin. As we think especially about 
systemic sin this morning, I’m struck by two things in this passage.  
 
First, John calls the church to bring sin to light. Part of walking in the light, part of living out the truth, is 
being honest with the reality of sin. “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is 
not in us.” Also we make God into a liar.  
 

It is easy to go about our days under the pretense of being pretty good people.  
Especially when our sins don’t carry with them stigma or public shame.  
Especially when our sins are “normal.” 
Especially when we only think of sin as personal morality.  
 
As Lutheran ethicist Cynthia Moe-Lobeda points out, “privatized morality allows us to be good 
to the people with whom we interact personally while avoiding the profound impact that our 
lives have on others through the tendrils of systemic racism… “ 

And you could add a host of “isms” there.  
 



But John will have none of that pretense. The right response to sin, says John, is confession. It’s the 
opposite of concealment. It’s the exposure of sin—naming the reality, bringing it to light. 
 
 Reformed worship rightfully makes space for confession each week.  
 I’m glad we do this. It reminds us all that we gather to worship in the company of sinners. 
 I wonder if our practice of silent confession and reflection is too comfortable. 

I wonder whether we ought to more often say things aloud, get specific,  
       squirm in our seats a little… 

  
Whenever the New Testament speaks of confession, it has in mind something public and specific.  
 
Scary perhaps, yes. But confession in John, as in our worship, is made in the full assurance that God is 
faithful and just to forgive that which we’ve confessed and purify us from all unrighteousness.   
 
So how do we deal with our structural and systemic sins? We do the hard work of confession. We name 
the realities. We bring them to light.  
 
And it’s interesting to me that John connects confession with fellowship. Bringing sins to light leads to 
fellowship with God, breaking down the barriers of lying and pretense. But it also leads to fellowship 
with one another.   
 
John corroborates what we’re hearing from voices outside the centers of power—that the road to 
reconciliation, to fellowship, is paved with much listening and telling the truth.  
 
The other thing I’m struck by is the atonement language in this text.  
 
John says,  

“the blood of Jesus purifies us from all sin.” 
“he will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 
John calls Jesus the “the atoning sacrifice for our sins” 

 
This is Torah language.  
 
Back in the days of Moses, when Israel was encamped around Sinai, they built a tabernacle—a place for 
God’s presence to dwell among them. But there was still the problem of how a holy God would live in 
this tent in such close proximity to a sinful people. So God gave all sorts of instructions for ritual sacrifice 
and purification, culminating in the annual Day of Atonement.  

 
Once a year, the high priest would atone for his sins, and the sins of the people, and purify the 
tabernacle.  
 
Once a year, he would take a goat, lay his hands on it, and confess—name—the sins of the 
people. And then he’d banish the goat to the wilderness, symbolically sending those sins out of 
the camp. 
 
And once a year, by the blood of another goat, the high priest would go through the curtain, 
into the Holy of holies, into the glory and presence of God.  

 



Once a year, atonement was made for the sins and impurities of the people—their moral failures, their 
law-breaking, their uncleanness, their injustice, their communal sins, all their messy, collective, 
irreparable ways of distorting shalom. 
 
 The Jewish community still observes the Day of Atonement. Yom Kippur. 
 
 In Jewish tradition, the Day includes a confession called the Ashamnu.  

It’s an acrostic. For every letter of the Hebrew alphabet, there is something to confess.  
 Aleph – Ashamnu. We have become desolate and self-destructive. 
 Bet – Bagadnu. We have betrayed God, others, ourselves. 
 Gimmel – Gazalnu.  We have stolen… 
They’re all communal confessions. They unpack a range of sins. All kinds of ways we are stuck in 
sin… and stuck in it together.  

 
It’s a scope reflected in our text.  
 By Jesus’ blood, we are purified from “all sin” 

He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins— 
and not only for ours, but for the sins of the whole world.” 

 
John the Baptist put it this way:  

“Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” 
 

The Church has for centuries prayed the Agnus Dei:  
”O Christ the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. Have mercy on us.” 

 
The sins of the world.  
 
On World Hunger Sunday we are especially mindful of how the sins of the world are embedded and 
expressed in its economies, its policies, its structures, its greed, its preference for power, its inattention 
to the plight of the poor. We who have enough, and often so much more, are inextricably bound to 
those who do not.  
 
 O Christ, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. Have mercy on us.   

Grant us peace.  
 
And he does. He takes our sin upon himself, bears it, atones for it, and in an instant, transcends and 
claims victory over all the world’s brokenness, redeeming it, transforming it, renewing it, restoring it to 
shalom. 
 
Jesus did indeed die for our sins.  
 
Here again is Cynthia Moe-Lobeda 

 
“The power of this claim—[that Jesus died for our sins]—is immeasurable for those who have 
glimpsed even momentarily the horror of being an extravagantly wealthy Christian in a world 
filled with hungry people, especially when their hunger is connected to our wealth, or of being a 
white Christian where white privilege pushes others into poverty, exploitation, or death.” 

 



There is much that I feel stuck in. Maybe you know the feeling.  
 
I take comfort in the good news that Jesus is the atoning sacrifice not only for my sins and also for the 
sins of the whole world— 

for the systems that we have created and perpetuated.  
For all that we can’t on our own make right. 
For all. the. stuck.  
 

Luther said that when all is “distorted and sinful and seemingly God-forsaken…. a theologian of the cross 
is not afraid to recognize reality for what it is.” 
 
Whatever the sin, however entangled in it we are, we can confess it and name it, knowing that this too 
is nailed to the cross and we bear it no more.  
 
 
In a few minutes, we will celebrate Communion.  
 
And we will be joined by our children, who are such vivid expressions of both inherited sin and hope for 
systemic change.  
 
As we pass the bread and cup among us, we remember: 

- the Lamb who bears our sins away 
- the blood that purifies us from all unrighteousness 
- the atoning sacrifice for the complete remission of all our sins. 

 
We remember all those around the world who long for daily bread, and we are fed and nourished by the 
bread of heaven who feeds them too and empowers us to work for change.  
 
And we remember the Savior who embodied the kingdom of justice and peace, who reigns over it and 
us even now….  
 
Let us walk in the light and live as he did, until the day when he comes to make all things new. Even so, 
come Lord Jesus. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 


