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The dance of repentance and forgiveness is God’s means for repairing a broken world, 
and perhaps the most important thing about this dance is that God is our partner in it. 
By God’s grace, we may dare to look at ourselves both clearly and mercifully; by God’s 
grace we may equally do the work of forgiving someone who has wronged us, with our 
actions of both truth-telling and compassion. The call to repentance was foundational 
for Jesus’ mission to bring all of creation back into right relationship with God and 
neighbor. His opening proclamation was: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God has come near; repent and believe in the good news!”

Body and Mind 
For those who study the Bible regularly at home and hear the scriptures read aloud in 
church on Sunday, the scriptures can come to seem like old friends, a nearly constant 
accompaniment to life. But sometimes that very familiarity can rob us of insights that 
come from recognizing that the various books of the Bible were written in times and 
places very far from our own. And not only that, they were not only not written in 
English, but they were not conceived in the structures of thought that the English language 
puts on the world.

This fact becomes especially clear when we think about repentance in the Old and New 
Testaments.

• The word for “repent” in the Old Testament is shuv, which means quite literally 
to turn around and go in the opposite direction.

• The word for “repentance” in the New Testament is metanoia, which literally 
means a change of mind.

• The English word “repent” means to feel sorrow again, or to feel sorrow when 
looking back at something.

All three of these ways of experiencing repentance, taken together, offer us a chance to 
engage the practice with our whole body and mind and heart.



A Model for Repentance
The classic New Testament model of repentance is the parable of the prodigal son, told 
in Luke 15:11-32. Jesus tells this riddle-like story to a group of tax collectors and sinners 
who have come near to hear him, but also within earshot of Pharisees and scribes who 
are complaining that “this fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2).

The Jewish way of conceiving of sin as walking away from God is portrayed clearly in 
the young man’s choice to leave his father and brother with the care of the family farm, 
and to go off to a far country with his inheritance. His decision brings him nothing but 
suffering and sorrow. But in that very suffering comes clarity that he did not have 
before. Jesus introduces the young man’s turnabout by saying, “When he had come to 
himself…” (Luke 15:17). This is the young man’s change of mind (metanoia), and the key 
turning point in the story, even though he does not yet know the full extent of his true 
identity. He turns back around and retraces the path back home, hoping to work on the 
farm as a hired hand. But his father races out to greet him and give him all the signs of 
sonship: a robe, a signet ring, sandals for his bare feet, a welcoming feast. In this single 
parable, we have all of the senses of repentance that we spoke of: sorrow, a change of 
mind, and a physical turning back.

The older son’s anger over his father’s generosity to the black sheep is the open 
question that the parable leaves unresolved. The father has forgiven the younger son, 
but what will need to happen between the two brothers for the older son to forgive the 
younger? Imagine the story for yourself. What will the older son need to see in his 
brother to believe that his repentance is real? What conversations will the two brothers 
need to have? What emotions and thoughts do they each need to express? What will 
they need to listen to with compassion as the other brother speaks? If you can answer 
these questions, then you know something about the dance of forgiveness.

Practicing Repentance

Biblically, repentance is not merely an issue of an individual’s stance before God - it is a 
matter of our whole lives: the way we engage the social fabric around us; the way we 
use our resources, both material and personal; the ways we ally ourselves with the 
kingdom of God, or fail to do so. The renunciations in the baptismal service in the Book 
of Common Prayer (pages 302-3) can be a helpful guide in thinking about some of the 
powers that we allow to hold sway over our lives, from spiritual evil so large-scale that 
we can hardly comprehend it, to destructive practices of our institutions and systems, to 
our corruptive personal desires for honor or power or material wealth. What do you 
need to do, to disengage from these destructive forces? What might you do to help 



yourself to turn toward God, as the prodigal turns back (shuv) toward home? What 
practices help to ground you in your deepest identity as a child of God?

Both repentance and forgiveness call for us to look at the world around us not only 
from our own point of view, but from the point of view of another person. This practice 
is a piece of changing our minds (metanoia). Consider someone whom you have 
wronged, or who has wronged you. Look at your relationship from the other person’s 
point of view. What do you learn from that exercise? How does this other point of view 
fit with your own? Is there anything you need to do differently in relating to that 
person?

Repentance and forgiveness call for clarity and truth-telling. Have you had an 
experience of restorative truth-telling? Is there an aspect of your life that needs such 
clarity and forthrightness now? What are your standards for speaking and for 
remaining silent?

A Prayer for Repentance

God of forgiveness, I want to take my part in the coming of your kingdom. Help me to 
see my life clearly and with your own mercy, to meet others with compassion, to feel 
appropriate sorrow, to have the courage to speak the truth in love, to have the 
confidence to turn back toward you. For you are the one who always runs out to meet 
me, welcoming me back with joy. Amen.


