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Dealing with sin
By Revered R.A. Shackles
 Years ago, in a seminary course in homiletics (the art 
of preaching), the instructor –– pastor, to a very socially 
correct parish –– cautioned his students that one word 
never to use in the pulpit is sin! “It upsets people,” he 
explained. Judging from the quality of moral life these 
days, one might suppose an awful lot of “pulpiteers” 
followed his advice.
 We do agree that sermons on sin –– especially if 
theologically and intellectually honest –– do indeed 
“bother” congregations. But then, contrary to that 
instructor’s approach, sin is supposed to bother us! We 
are always surprised at how many Christians didn’t 
know that! 
 Now the reality of the matter is settled for us by St. 
Paul. As he writes to the Romans, “all have sinned and 
fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). So if sin doesn’t 
bother us, we really are kidding ourselves. Frankly, 
contrary to popular conviction, even the so-called “little 
sins” count; they all add up! Considering this, it is really 
quite dangerous that in general today people just are not 
taking sin seriously. St. Paul reminds us that we should. 
Allowing sin to go unforgiven –– because we ignore or 
pretend it’s not there –– is like having a serious wound 
but doing nothing to cleanse and treat it. That can be 
fatal.
 So we must deal with this problem of sin. There 
are two words that apply if we are to come to healing 
of our sins, the medicine of God’s forgiveness. These 
words are penitence and repentance. While they are close 
in meaning, they give two considerations to the issue. 
They are, as it were, the tears and oil that lead to the 
healing of our souls.
 Penitence represents the tears of sorrow for the 
offenses we have committed that endanger our souls. 
Penitence is the state of being sorry for our sins, bringing 
us into full awareness that, regardless or our opinion of 
ourselves, we have indeed sinned. So against the love 
Christ showed us on the cross, we experience that sense 
of deep sorrow, the kind of sorrow that often fills our 
lives with tears. This is penitence.
 Repentance is, in this sorrow, turning from the 
cause of the sinful action to offer that sorrow by 
rejecting whatever has separated us from God. The tears 
of penitence bring us to want to do something about 
our pain, so repentance is the act of turning to God to 
confess our sins and ask God to receive our sorrow, 
draw us into his love and open up to us an entrance into 
the blessed joy of hearing, “I forgive you and I give you 
full acceptance into my love.” It is how the tears and 
oil of penitence and repentance bring us to God saying, 
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned and I want to be 
healed.” So come, then, and experience the incredible 
joy of forgiveness.•

God bless America’s songs
By Clif Martin
 You know you’re over the hill when you ask a guy 
in his ‘50s if he knows anything about Irving Berlin and 
Kate Smith and he says they are dead people that his 
grandparents talk about.
 You think it’s time to call the undertaker when you 
read that Lee Greenwood’s  song, “God Bless the USA” 
is the greatest patriotic song of the century. Greenwood 
is reported to have said that “God Bless America” is too 
old fashioned, and the younger generations need a song 
they can relate to. That throws me into a major geriatric 
depression.
 In 1938, when Kate Smith introduced “God Bless 
America” on her radio show, it became hugely popular. 
Many Americans wanted it to become the national 
anthem. Irving Berlin had written it a decade earlier 
and never did anything with it until he dug it out of a 
trunk for the great Kate Smith.
 Another performer who thought he could replace 
the Berlin song was Woody Guthrie. Known as the first 
folk music hero, he didn’t like “God Bless America” at 
all. He called it jingoistic and exclusive. His “This Land 
is My Land” did become very popular, coming along 
right at the peak of our national folk music craze. It 
was easy and fun to sing. I don’t recall that it was ever 
touted as the next national anthem.
 There will always be those who think we should 
replace “The Star Spangled Banner” with something 
more singable, like “America the Beautiful.” I hope it 
does not happen. I like tradition. I don’t worship it, I 
just like it. We need a song about our flag still waving 
over the land of the free and the home of the brave. We 
need the Irving Berlin song, too, along with “Easter 
Parade” and a thousand others he gave us. 
 There’s a great story about one of his songs. It says 
he was sitting by a pool in California, composing, when 
he told his secretary he had just written the greatest song 
of his career. Then he added, “Heck, it’s the greatest 
song anyone ever wrote.” I don’t know if the story is 
true. The song was “White Christmas.”•

Squirming in the pew
By Al Schneider
 One of the problems of our day is that there isn’t 
a lot of squirming going on in our pews on Sunday 
morning.  That’s the time we’re supposed to get inspired 
and challenged. Challenged, that is, by the message 
from a holy and awesome God as delivered by a fiery 
orator whose task is to rain down fear and trepidation 
into the hearts of one and all. No time for levity, this.
 Without some Sunday morning squirming, there 
is little likelihood that we parishioners will change our 
world on Monday. It’s that simple.
 Not since my boyhood days in rural Wisconsin have 
I known fear in church. The old German preacher stood 
high above us in his lofty pulpit, peering down on us 
with a glare that could penetrate steel. His German was 
guttural and piercing enough to make any 10-year-old 
want to crawl head first under the pew. Even though 
the language was difficult to comprehend, Pastor 
Thomas’ sermons managed to carry over into Monday 
and sometimes Tuesday. God’s love was a tough love.
 But that was then. The churches I’ve attended lately 
aren’t like that. They’re mostly fun places with sermon-
light deliveries. Some of these sermons have a life all 
the way to the church parking lot, at which time more 
important matters take over. Like what’s for dinner and 
what will I wear tomorrow.
 It wasn’t always like this. Old time preachers like 
Jonathon Edwards could cause severe discomfort in the 
pew. Just reading Edwards’ sermons can still drive fear 
into my heart. What was it like experiencing his glare and 
his words from the vantage point of the pew? His most 
memorable text was probably, “Sinners in the Hands of 
an Angry God,” a sermon that still reverberates.
 What made Edwards what he was? For a start, he 
was the son of a forceful preacher. We can only imagine 
what it was like growing up in the Edwards household. 
Think about it. He had 10 siblings, all of them female. 
If that wasn’t frightful enough, recall that they were all 
Calvinists. The childhood of this poor creature offered 
all the ingredients for an eruptive adulthood quite fit for 
delivering the wrath of God.
 An amusing aspect to all this (amusing only when 
viewed from the sidelines) came when Edwards was 
removed from his pulpit in Northampton, Massachusetts 
and decided to become a missionary to the Indians. It 
was something to which his friend, David Brainerd, had 
devoted his life. Perhaps it is only amusing to me and 
no one else, that the hapless Mohicans should become 
the subjects of Edwards’ teachings. I can see them now, 
sitting there, wishing they were somewhere else.
 True, we have such preachers now. We always 
have had. Each of us has likely encountered at least 
one, either at point blank range from the pulpit or in 
written form. Unease in the pew can be healthy for the 
soul. Why I should have been exposed to more than one 
such experience in my lifetime is unclear. Just lucky, I 
guess.•

Christian Reformed Conference 
Grounds summer concert series
(Submitted by the Christian Reformed Conference Grounds)
 The Christian Reformed Conference Grounds, 
12253 Lakeshore Drive in Grand Haven is offering 
a concert series during the summer months. Each 
week, a different artist is featured in the auditorium, 
beginning at 7 p.m.  Admission is free; an offering will 
be accepted.
 This summer’s lineup includes:
 July 23 The Overtones Quartet
 July 30 Down Home Horns
 August 6 Hope Heralds Men’s Chorus
   and The Voices of Victory
 August 13 Gary Matthews – Great Hymns of 

Our Faith
 August 20 The Browns
 August 27 Marilyn & Judy, Greg Hewitt and 
   the Staffmen Quartet•

Maranatha summer concert 
headliners
(Submitted by Maranatha Bible and  Missionary Conference 
Grounds) 
 Celebrating 75 years of ministry, the Maranatha 
Bible and Missionary Conference Grounds will again 
be presenting their summer concert series. Maranatha 
is located at 4759 Lake Harbor Road. Concerts are 
held each Saturday night at 7 p.m. Admission is free; 
however an offering is accepted.
 This year’s concert series lineup:
 July 23  Steve Green
 July 30  Robert & Pam Adams with
    Paul Satre
 August 6  Chiz Rider
 August 13  Sara Groves
 August 20  Theater for the Thirsty
 August 27  Damaris Carbaugh
 September 3  Matthews Brothers•
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