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Ash Wednesday has been, traditionally, a day for admitting things that you aren’t particularly proud of about yourself.  So in that spirit, I’d like to acknowledge that I have a soft spot for reality television.  I particularly like shows where people make big changes in their lives—you know, their disgusting houses get cleaned or organized or knocked down and rebuilt, the lose massive amounts of weight or they start digging out from a mountain of debt.  


These shows, of course, follow a formula.  There are few surprises—the tears, the confrontations, the contestant who gets on everyone else’s nerves.  And according to the formula, at the beginning of every season, there is a confrontation with the problem.  On “The Biggest Loser”, this is the initial weigh-in.  Last year, each contestant did this in their hometown, surrounded by a massive crowd of people.  They had to stand on a giant scale and let everyone see how much they weighed.  And the surprising thing is, most of them are surprised to see the number.  


Another reality show works with couples that are over their heads in debt.  The host begins by getting the couple to figure out the total amount they owe to all their various creditors.  They are always shocked to see the total—they had not idea at all how much they really owed. 


These dramatic confrontations and the shock expressed by the contestants leads to an easy diagnosis of the problem.  These people have problems because they are living in deep, deep denial.  But if that were the case, a confrontation with the problem would be enough to get people to make major changes in their lives.  And it’s not really.  People will make a big push in the beginning, but will quickly fall off the wagon, slack off on their effort, or even sabotage their own progress.  

Why?  I’m convinced from my extensive study of reality television—and admittedly, of my own life—that most people maintain bad habits and hurtful behaviors because they have simply gotten used to living that way.  Their situation seems normal to them.  So in order to change, they don’t just need to acknowledge the dire situation they are in.  They need to acknowledge that another situation, another reality, it actually possible for them.

I remember one particularly touching scene on the Biggest Loser where a trainer confronted a contestant who is clearly not making an effort.  The contestant finally admits, “I’ve just always been the funny fat guy.”  And the trainer responds, “I don’t see you that way.  Could you try, for just a moment, to see yourself as I see you?”


Unfortunately, the Christian church hasn’t always been as wise as that trainer.  Worship services—indeed, entire Christian movements—have too often focused on confronting people with their sin, “convicting” them as the old time preachers used to put it.  The emphasis has been on people’s willful disobedience to God’s law when in fact a great deal of our behavior isn’t really willful at all.  We’re simply doing what seems normal to us—even when we are doing things that are clearly damaging to the world or to the people around us or to ourselves.  We’ve accommodated ourselves to life, as it needs to be.  Telling people that they are worms doesn’t really help us get a handle on the situation.

When I talked to the February Worship Task Group this week about including a prayer of confession in Sunday’s worship service, I got a bit of pushback.  Did making a series of statements about how we’ve failed God and each other really help us get anywhere?  But as our conversation progressed, we found ourselves reframing the purpose of confession.  Chris said, “It’s not so much listing all our faults but rather really taking a look at how things are with us and the world.”  And Allan, a bit more concisely, said we need a “reality check” more than a list of “I suck” statements.

I’m inclined to agree.  But when so much of our behavior is habit, how can we get a reality check?  When so much of what we do and what we think is in conformance to the people and systems around us, how can we get a take a look at things as they really are?  How can we step out of ourselves enough to take a good look and see where we really stand?

Part of that is confession, of course, admitting that the world we’ve created is not the world that God would wish for us.  But there’s another part too.  We need to acknowledge the reality of God, acknowledge the realness of the alternative world that God is creating among us, even now.  Jesus called that world “The Kingdom of God” as opposed to the Kingdoms of the World.  And he told us that Kingdom is already here among us, like yeast in bread dough, like a pearl of great price buried in a field.

In the passage we just read from Matthew, Jesus urges his followers against storing up “treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume.”  I don’t think he’s just talking about material objects.  I think he’s talking about the whole world we’ve created for ourselves, the “normal” we’ve accommodated to.  This way of living doesn’t work, he says.  It falls apart.  It corrodes.  It is flimsy.  

But that’s okay because there is another way to be, another way to relate to God and to each other and to our selves.  This other way isn’t just a wish or a dream or a fantasy or something that might happen someday.  This other way is reality.  It is exists now, and we can invest in it, put our weight onto it, step into it here and now.

Do you believe that something else is possible, for you and for this world?  Jesus is clear—he already sees us as citizens of the Kingdom of God.  Try seeing yourself as he sees you.
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