Rationalize or Repent

A few years ago my family and I attended the Labor Day parade in our hometown of Blackfoot, Idaho.  Sitting next to us on the sidewalk was a little red-headed toddler and his family.  When the parade started and people on the floats began throwing candy to the children, the little boy picked up a handful of candy off the street.  He was jumping for joy in complete disbelief that someone would give him free candy!  He clenched it tightly in his fists and grinned from ear to ear. The people on the floats continued to throw more and more candy, but the little boy didn’t pick any up.  He didn’t want to let go of the candy he already had.  We kept explaining to him that if he gave the candy to his mom, he could pick up more treats.  Still he refused. He was not about to let go of the candy.  Finally, after much coaxing, he realized that if he handed the candy to someone, he could pick up handful after handful, which he did.  He ended up with a grocery bag full of treats.

My question to you today is “What bad habits are you clenching in your fists?  What addictions or weaknesses are you holding onto that prevent you from receiving the many, many blessings Heavenly Father is waiting to give you?”  

Let’s talk for a minute about repentance.  The truth of the matter is, we all make mistakes - lots of them.  Some of them are intentional, some of them unintentional.  Let me share a couple of funny stories my brother shared with me recently.

“At work the other day, I received an email asking me to join a luncheon for a new agent that was being trained.  “Heck,” I thought, “free lunch.” I went down to the room and noticed several catered boxes with different sandwiches in them.  I picked up one of the boxes, sat down, and started talking to some associates.  After placing all my food on the table in a neat fashion I looked around the room to see who the new agent was.  It didn’t take me too long to realize that I was attending the wrong luncheon.  Sure, I knew all 20 people seated around the horseshoe shaped tables, but they were certainly wondering why I was there and whose specific ordered box I had taken.  I raised my hand and said, “Why is it that I don’t remember any of you being on the invite list of the lunch I was invited too?”  They laughed and I humbly put the food back into the box, set it back on the serving table, and found my lunch party in a different part of the building.  I guess it pays to carefully read emails.

He went on to say, “One of my friends is serving as the branch president, his wife is serving as the stake Relief Society president.  A couple of weeks ago some kid was running away from the police and crashed into a fence near their house.  A police officer knocked on their door, asked them if they were the residents, and then told them to lock their doors and stay in.  The police caught the fugitive and our friends didn’t think much more of it.  A few days later another kid showed up in their back yard looking through their plants asking them if they had seen a cell phone that belonged to the fugitive.  Come to find out, the friend was not looking for a cell phone, but for a large stash of methamphetamine that the fugitive had hidden in one of their potted plants.  The poor Relief Society president had thought all those white bags were plant food that had been left by her daughter.  So basically for the last week, she had been out in her yard sprinkling illegal narcotics by hand carefully into the soil of all her potted plants.  They ended up calling the police, and the police had to come out and confiscate all the soil that was affected.”

We all make mistakes.  It’s not a matter of if, but when. When I was a child my mom told me that Jesus was the only perfect person to ever live on the earth.  I decided right then and there that I would be the second.  Needless to say, that didn’t last long!  I tried it again as an adult – just to see if I could be perfect for one day.  I didn’t make it past nine o’clock in the morning.  Our journey through life is like a child learning to walk – we will fall, and fall, and fall again.  Heavenly Father knew that, and that’s why he gave us repentance.

When we do make a mistake, we have two options: We can rationalize or repent. According to eternal law, every single sin must be paid for.  The question is: Who will pay?  Christ has already suffered agonizing pain to pay the price for each of your sins.  You can accept his Atonement through the process of repentance, or you can pay the price yourself.

How do we repent?  As for the first step, I like what Bob Hudson said one day in Sunday school: “My father told me ‘If you find yourself in a hole, stop digging.” When we realize that we have made a mistake, we need to immediately stop the wrongful actions and make a decision to repent.

Next we need to take full responsibility for our actions. Blaming others will only slow our progress.  Another important step is to listen to the Holy Ghost and pay attention to feelings of guilt that help us feel Godly sorrow for the wrongs we have done.

Several years ago a medical doctor who specialized in caring for patients with cancer was asked, “If you could be granted one wish what would it be?”  The person asking the question expected the doctor to say something such as, “I wish a cure for cancer could be found.”  Instead, the doctor replied, “I would wish that a patient would feel pain the first day that cancer starts.”

The questioner was taken aback.  Why would a doctor, who had devoted his life to relieving pain, wish people would suffer pain?  The doctor explained that in many cases a patient does not know he or she has cancer until the malignancy has had time to grow and spread.  By the time cancers in many patients are discovered, the disease is so far advanced that little, if anything, can be done to cure or stop it.  If a person experienced pain at the onset of cancer, the doctor explained, he or she would be alerted that something was wrong and could then get proper medical treatment in its earliest stages.  Suffering would be greatly reduced and lives prolonged.

We seldom think about the positive aspects of pain.  In daily life, when it afflicts us in the form of headaches, muscle strains or other maladies, we do our best to get rid of it.  Shelves of pharmacies and other outlets are filled with pills, powders and ointments designed to relieve pain.  At best, some merely mask it, diminishing it for a brief period of time but not eliminating its cause.

Pain serves as a warning to our bodies.  If we’re doing something that causes pain, we stop doing it.  We are careful of that action in the future. 

As pain is to the body, so conscience is to the soul.  While physical pain has dozens of balms in bottles, tubes or jars, there is only one remedy for a pain-stricken conscience.  That remedy is repentance.  Unlike the potions for physical ailments, repentance does not make, dull or hide pain: it goes to its root and eliminates it.

We might be able to ignore a dull ache in the body and continue with our daily lives, but we should never numb our senses to the pain of misconduct.  Sin always leads to suffering, if not now then in coming years. (Repentance is Remedy – Church News)

True repentance involves a proper sorrow for sins.  A person can be sorry for the wrong reasons.  He can be sorry that he was caught and punished.  He can be sorry for his actions because they caused a loss of reputation.  Or, like the Nephites, he can be sorry because his actions brought misery upon himself.  However, such sorrow does not constitute true repentance.

Godly sorrow is the recognition that in sinning, we have offended God and put our souls in jeopardy of spiritual death.  Any other kind of sorrow is of the world and will not lead us to repentance.  The sacrifice required of all saints is that of “a broken heart and a contrite spirit.”  Such a state of heart and mind is arrived at only through Godly sorrow.

We can never be truly free from guilt until we have completed the repentance process.  I’d like to share a story with you called The Duck & the Devil.

There was a little boy visiting his grandparents on their farm. He was given a slingshot to play with out in the woods. He practiced in the woods, but he could never hit the target. Getting a little discouraged, he headed back for dinner. As he was walking back he saw Grandma's pet duck.

Just out of impulse, he let the slingshot fly, hit the duck square in the head, and killed it. He was shocked and grieved.

In a panic, he hid its dead body in the wood pile, only to see his sister watching! Sally had seen it all, but she said nothing.

After lunch the next day Grandma said, "Sally, let's wash the dishes." But Sally said, "Grandma, Johnny told me he wanted to help in the kitchen. Then she whispered to him, "Remember the duck?" So Johnny did the dishes.

Later that day, Grandpa asked if the children wanted to go fishing and Grandma said, "I'm sorry but I need Sally to help make supper." Sally just smiled and said," Well that's all right because Johnny told me he wanted to help." She whispered again, "Remember the duck?" So Sally went fishing and Johnny stayed to help.

After several days of Johnny doing both his chores and Sally's... he finally couldn't stand it any longer.

He came to Grandma and confessed that he had killed the duck. Grandma knelt down, gave him a hug, and said, "Sweetheart, I know. You see, I was standing at the window and I saw the whole thing, but because I love you, I forgave you. I was just wondering how long you would let Sally make a slave of you." 

- Original author unknown

The Lesson:

Whatever is in your past, whatever you have done... and the devil keeps throwing it up in your face (lying, cheating, debt, fear, bad habits, hatred, anger, bitterness, etc.), ..whatever it is....You need to know that God was standing at the window and He saw the whole thing..... He has seen your whole life; He wants you to know that He loves you and that you are forgiven.

He's just wondering how long you will let the devil make a slave of you. (Creative Bible Study Website)

Regardless of what we’ve done, the best time to repent is now.  Like St. Augustine said, “God has promised forgiveness to your repentance; but He has not promised tomorrow to your procrastination.”  

I once attended a wonderful stake conference and listened to a talk by Elder Gifford Nielsen of the Seventy.  When he was young he played football.  He was a small defensive player up against a tall tight end.  They taunted each other back and forth and tempers were high.  The larger guy hit him under his chin and he saw stars.  He didn’t want the other player to see him “fazed” so he kept playing.  The referee pointed out the blood pouring down the front of his jersey.  He went to the sideline and got his nose packed and played the rest of the game.  He kept bleeding after the game and all night long.  He just couldn’t stop it.  Finally a doctor cauterized it and it stopped bleeding.  

Thirty years later when he was married he snored like crazy.  His wife told him to go to an ENT.  The doctor asked, “When did you break your nose?  He had to have a painful surgery for a deviated septum and sinuses to rebreak the bone and reset it.  All his problems were solved.  His first thought was, “Why didn’t I do this 30 years ago?  

He then went on to make an analogy. “Satan hits us on the chin and sometimes we don’t even realize we’ve been injured.  Even if we stop the bleeding (stop doing wrong) it doesn’t mean that we’re healed.  Sometimes we need a surgeon (the bishop) to help us heal.  We actually need to change.”  His advice was “Don’t let your problems go on for thirty years!”

Some people make repentance too easy.  Others make it too hard.  Let me share an example of the first as told by Vaughn J. Featherstone:

A little over a year ago, I had the privilege of interviewing a young man to go on a mission. Because he had committed a major transgression, it was necessary for him under then-existing policy to be interviewed by a General Authority. When the young man came in, I said, ‘Apparently there’s been a major transgression in your life, and that has necessitated this interview. Would you mind telling me what the problem was? What did you do?’

“He laughed and said, ‘Well, there isn’t anything I haven’t done.’ I said, ‘Well, let’s be more specific then. Have you … ?’ And then this General Authority began to probe with some very specific questions. The young man laughed again and said, ‘I told you, I’ve done everything.’

“I said, ‘How many times have you …’ He said very sarcastically, ‘Do you think I numbered them?’ I said, ‘I would to God you could if you can’t.’ He said, again quite sarcastically, ‘Well, I can’t.’

“I said, ‘How about …’ And then the General Authority probed in another direction. He said, ‘I told you. I’ve done everything.’ I said, ‘Drugs?’ He said, ‘Yes,’ in a very haughty attitude. I said, ‘What makes you think you’re going on a mission then?’ He said, ‘I know I’m going. My patriarchal blessing says I’ll go on a mission, and I’ve repented. I haven’t done any of those things for this past year. I have repented, and I know I’m going on a mission.’

“I said, ‘My dear friend, I’m sorry but you are not going on a mission. Do you think we could send you out with those clean, wholesome young men who have never violated the code? Do you think we could have you go out and boast and brag about your past? You haven’t repented; you have just stopped doing something.

“‘Sometime in your life you need to visit Gethsemane; and when you have been there, you’ll understand what repentance is. Only after you have suffered in some small degree as the Savior suffered in Gethsemane will you know what repentance is. The Savior has suffered in a way none of us understands for every transgression committed. How dare you laugh and jest and have a haughty attitude about your repentance? I’m sorry, you are not going on a mission.’

“He started to cry, and he cried for several minutes. I didn’t say a word. Finally, he said, ‘I guess that’s the first time I have cried since I was five years old.’ I said, ‘If you had cried like that the first time you were tempted to violate the moral code, you possibly would be going on a mission.’

“He left the office, and I think he felt I was really cruel. I explained to the bishop and the stake president that the boy could not go on a mission.”

About six months later the same General Authority returned to that city to speak in a lecture series held in the evening. When he finished, many young adults lined up to shake hands with him. As he shook hands, one by one, he looked up and saw the young man that he had previously interviewed standing in the line about four back. The General Authority relates the following:

“My mind quickly flashed back to our interview. I recalled his laughing and haughty attitude. I remembered how sarcastic he was. Pretty soon he was right in front of me. I was on the stand bending over, and as I reached down to shake his hand, I noticed a great change had taken place. He had tears in his eyes. He had almost a holy glow about his countenance. He took my hand in his and said, ‘I’ve been there; I’ve been to Gethsemane and back.’ I said, ‘I know. It shows in your face.’ We can be forgiven for our transgressions, but we must understand that just to stop doing something is not repentance. If it had not been for the Savior and the miracle of forgiveness, this young man would have carried his transgressions throughout all eternity. We ought to love the Savior and serve Him for this reason and this reason alone” (Elder Vaughn J. Featherstone, Sweden Area Conference, Youth Session, Aug. 1974).

 Let me share an experience that happened in my own life that made me realize that on the other hand, when we are sincere, repentance may not be as difficult as we think.

On January 23, 2010 my nerves were raw.  I had been working all day to clean the house and organize all my files.  I had started a new diet and was hungry.  My hormones were out of whack and I felt “on edge.”  At 4:30 on this Saturday afternoon I had realized that we had 9:00 church the next morning and we were leaving in two hours for a Young Ambassadors concert.  I realized I had to fix a three-course dinner for supper, cornbread for breakfast the next morning, and a four-course meal for Sunday dinner the next day.  I also had to prepare a primary lesson that I hadn’t even looked at and bathe all the kids.  I felt completely overwhelmed and panicked.  

After dinner, I started working as fast as I could to get it all done.  Doug left for an Eagle Scout Court of Honor.  I told Tanner that we would be going to a concert at the BPAC in a short time.  As I scurried to get everything done, he kept insisting I help him with the piano piece “”On Top of Spaghetti.”  I told him I would help him later, but he kept insisting, just wouldn’t give it up.  He interrupted me every five minutes, asking me what note to play, how many counts each note got.  After about a half hour of this, I realized that he thought he had to play at the concert and was stressing out that he hadn’t learned his song yet.  

When I realized the misunderstanding, I told him that we were watching a concert and that he didn’t have to play.  A wave of relief washed over him and he nearly started crying.  I felt so badly for him and went to hug him and comfort him, but he walked away.  I followed him through the entryway into the den and told him to stop again so that I could talk to him.  He just kept walking away.  In frustration, I kicked the wall.  Much to my disbelief and horror, I actually kicked a hole in the wall!  I thought walls were strong.  Never in a million years would I think that I was even capable of kicking a hole in the wall.  I was more embarrassed and mortified than I have ever been in my life.  I just wanted to dig a hole and bury myself.  

My children were home at the time, and they just kept saying, “Why did you kick a hole in the wall?”  I just said over and over “Please, don’t ever grow up to be like me.  Please, don’t ever grow up to be like me.”  Then I realized that I was going to have to tell Doug what I had done when he got home from the Court of Honor.  I’ve never dreaded anything so much in my life.  Fortunately, he was incredibly understanding and didn’t even get mad.

Since it was Saturday, I knew I would have to wait several days before I could call a dry waller to come fix the hole.  It seemed like an eternity, because each time I saw the hole, it reminded me of just how stupid I had been.  I wanted it fixed immediately, but had to settle for putting a plant in front of it until it could be repaired.

This is a lot like repentance.  When we sin, we feel guilty, embarrassed and horrible.  We don’t want anyone to know what we’ve done.  We can try to hide it (like I did with the plant), but it’s still there and will remain there until we fix it.  Just like me and the dry wall, we cannot fix it ourselves - we need someone who can (the Savior.)  Even though it is embarrassing, we must fully repent (fix the hole) or it will always be visible.  We can try to patch it ourselves (incomplete repentance) but it will always be visible and a constant reminder to us unless we fully repent (talk to the bishop if necessary.)  We will be so happy when it is no longer there.  It will look like new, like nothing happened, and then we can move on.

What surprised me the most is that I fully expected the drywaller to make fun of me or look down on me when he came to fix the hole.  Instead, he repaired it without asking any questions at all, just did his job.  The Savior is the same way. He will not judge us or look down on us.  He’ll just fix it and make things right.

We sometimes hesitate going to the Lord when we’ve sinned because we’re afraid repentance might hurt.  It’s like going to the doctor when we have cancer.  We know that it might get worse before it gets better (chemo.)  Ultimately, however, it is the only thing that will heal us. 

I testify that we are not punished for our sins, we are punished by our sins.  The sooner we get rid of them the better.  When we repent, the guilt is lifted and we can finally breathe.  There is no greater feeling. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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