
Homily, March 1, 2009 
Yr B: First Sunday of Lent 

Gn 9:8-15;  Ps 25:4-9; 1 Pt 3:18-22; Mk 1:12-15 
 

 
 
In today’s second reading from Peter we heard:  
 

“Christ suffered for sins once, the righteous for the sake of the 
unrighteous, that he might lead you to God.” 

 
That is the Doctrine of the Atonement, and we find it throughout the New 
Testament: 
 

In the letter to the Romans: “He was handed over for our 
transgressions and was raised for our justification.” 

In Matthew: " this is my blood … which will be shed on behalf of 
many for the forgiveness of sins." 

In John: "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him … might have eternal life. 

In Mark: "For the Son of Man … [came] … to serve and to give his 
life as a ransom for many." 

and in the Creed: “For our sake he was crucified …” 
 
The word atone is just a combination of the words “at” and “one”. 
God wants us to at one with him. 
 

 
 
A couple of years ago, I was having a discussion with one of my boys about 
sin … and what it means to be human. 
 
His argument was that you couldn’t be human if you didn’t sin. It was our 
sin that makes us human, he claimed.  
 
So I asked him: “If I was the kind of man who beat his wife, would that 
make me more human?” It was a pretty harsh response to his argument. 
 
He didn’t answer. 
 



“I would feel less than human if I did that,” I went on, but the conversation 
ended at that point. 
 

 
 
Most people, I think, would agree with my son. Sin is everywhere and it 
seems fundamental to who we are.  
 
Yet God created Adam and Eve without sin … and life in heaven will be a 
life without sin. Jesus was fully human, but did not sin. Filled with God’s 
grace, Mary didn’t sin. Is sin truly fundamental to our humanity? 
 
In Genesis, God says to Cain "… sin is a demon lurking at the door: his 
urge is toward you, yet you can be his master." Then Cain went out into the 
field and killed his brother. 
 
Can human beings really master sin? We abhor some sins and avoid them, 
but there are others we do habitually. 
 
In our modern culture we have strategies for dealing with sin. 
 

• We deny the reality of sin. 
• We simply accept sin and go on. 
• We run away from sin or from those who have sinned against us. 

 
Christ offers us another way: through his atonement. 
 
Jesus took on our humanity, but rejected sin. He did not deny its reality, but 
rejected it completely and absolutely. 
 
That’s the mystery of grace. It gives us a share in the Atonement. We can be 
like Mary, or we can be like Cain. When God reaches out to us, we can 
accept his help, or not. 
 
Strengthened by grace, Christians do not deny the reality of sin, but reject it. 
We know that it’s not our sins that make us human, but our virtues and the 
love God has for us. 
 
We do not deny sin. We do not tolerate it. We do not close our eyes and run 
away from sin. 



 
When we sin we are contrite. We repent. We ask forgiveness. We do 
penance. We refuse to be mastered by sin. 
 
But the Atonement is not just about the denial of sin. It is also about hope 
and life. Accept the cross, and the resurrection is yours too. 
 

“Christ suffered for sins once, the righteous for the sake of the 
unrighteous, that he might lead you to God.” 

 
This is the season of Lent, when the Church implores us to reject sin and 
return to the Gospel … to be ‘at one’ with God’s will, to be atoned. 
 
So reflect on the Atonement this Lent. Christ died for us, for our sake, 
because, while we have lost our way in a world of sin, we remain children of 
God. 
 
 
 
 


