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The sense of guilt is 
something that every human 
being is familiar with. If the 
stereotype is to be believed, we as 
Catholics experience this 
emotion with particular 
frequency and particular 
acuteness. While I, admittedly, 
waffle a little bit on how much I 
buy that narrative, there is one 
truth I always hold to: that guilt 
plays some role in the life of every 
practicing Catholic.  
 Not long ago (during 
more normal times) I asked a 
group of my students a pair of 
questions about their experience 
with guilt in the Christian life. 
The answer to the first question 
was as expected. When asked 
whether they had ever felt guilty 
in their life of faith, my students 
unanimously and predictably 
said yes. The second question, 
though, whether they believed 
the feeling of guilt in the 
spiritual life was, on balance, a 
good thing or a bad thing, led to 
a more interesting conversation. 
Most of them reasoned, rightly, 
that this was not an easy 
question to answer, there can be 
good and bad things about guilt; 

yet when they were compelled for 
the sake of conversation to 
choose a side, there was a pretty 
even split – a slight majority 
asserted this guilt was a good 
thing, and a slight minority said 
it was bad.  
 

“Guilt is like a raw 
material. In its 
unworked state, it alone 
has no value. What 
determines its value…is 
what is made with it.” 
 

When pressed for 
reasoning, those who were in the 
minority pointed to a number of 
potential outcomes of guilt that 
were harmful. Some said guilt 
“makes me like myself less,” 
others that guilt “makes me feel 
ashamed,” still others that guilt 
“leads me to reject God, not 
because he’s not good enough, 
but because I’m not good 
enough.” Those who were in the 
majority noted that, among other 
things, guilt “helps me recognize 

ways I can get better,” or that it 
“leads me to turn toward God, 
who can give me strength in my 
weakness.”  This conversation 
was about the same emotional 
experience, yet it seemed to have 
the potential to lead one in 
totally opposite directions. 

I believe that my 
students disparate intuitions 
revealed something true about 
the nature of guilt: the emotion 
itself is neither a good or bad 
thing, but it can lead to either 
good or bad things. Guilt is like a 
raw material. In its unworked 
state, it alone has no value. What 
determines its value, what 
determines whether it ultimately 
is a good or bad thing, is what is 
made with it. 
That thought brings me to the 
subject of this reflection: I 
believe that when we receive the 
Lord’s command to “repent and 
believe in the Gospel,” we too 
often identify the act of 
repentance with feeling guilt and 
regret. We interpret these words 
of Christ as “feel badly and 
believe in the Gospel,” as though 
the Lord is here proclaiming that 
faith and unhappiness are the 



keys to relationship with him. 
This, friends, is a very dangerous 
misinterpretation, as it divorces 
from repentance the very aspect 
of it which makes it virtuous – 
which is not the emotion with 
which it is so often identified, 
but the actions that emotion lead 
us to. My hope in writing these 
words then is to point to a 
holistic sense of what it means to 
repent, to make clear that there 
is a vital difference between 
regret and repentance, and to 
lead those reading this one step 
closer to a life of faith in which 
there is 
never regret 
without 
repentance. 
           To do 
that, I am 
going to 
highlight the 
well-known 
stories of 
two men in 
the Gospels, 
both of 
whom were 
guilty of 
similar sin, 
both of 
whom 
deeply 
regretted 
their sin, but only one of whom 
repented of his sin. The first of 
these men is Peter. The other is 
Judas.  

In the Gospel of Mark, 
Jesus makes two predictions 
about these men betraying him 
within hours of each other. At 
the Last Supper, he says of Judas 
“one of you will betray me…[the] 
one who is dipping bread in the 
same dish as me,”1 and of Peter 
after going later that evening 
with the disciples to the Mount 

                                                
1 Mark 14:19,20 
2 Mark 14:30 

of Olives “this very night, before 
the cock crows twice, you will 
deny me three times.”2 Both of 
these foreknown betrayals 
happen before the night is over, 
both of these disciples turn their 
back on the Lord; yet, with 
divine foreknowledge of these 
acts of disloyalty, Jesus had said 
of one of their perpetrators “it 
would have been better for that 
man if he had never been born,”3 
and of the other “I tell you, you 
are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my Church.”4 How could it 
be that such disparate things 

could be said of two men guilty 
of such similar sin? 
 The answer is this, 
friends. The one whom Jesus 
condemned simply regretted his 
sin. The one whom Jesus exalted 
repented. 
 Let us look first to 
Judas. After having betrayed 
Jesus, the Gospel of Matthew 
relates that Judas – seeing Jesus 
condemned – deeply regretted 
the deal he had made. He even 
returned to the chief priests with 

3 Mark 14:21 
4 Matthew 16:18 

whom he had made the deal and 
tried to undo what he had done. 
In this, the first movement of 
repentance took place in Judas: 
he acknowledged in his mind 
and heart the wrong that he had 
done. Tragically, he never made 
the second movement. Perhaps 
because of crippling shame, or 
out of the belief that his sin was 
so great that he could never be 
forgiven by God, Judas never 
turned back to God; instead, he 
simply turned in on himself. 
Judas walled off the mercy of the 
Lord, and only looked inward, 

which lead him 
into a spiral of 
self-loathing so 
deep that he 
made a decision 
he could never 
unmake: he 
took his own 
life. 
 Let us look 
now to Peter. 
After the cock 
crowed the 
second time, 
confronting 
Peter with the 
truth that he 
had thrice 
denied Jesus, 
the disciple, as 

Judas had, made that first 
movement of repentance: he 
acknowledged in his mind and 
heart the wrong that he had 
done. But, where Judas failed to, 
Peter made the second and 
critical movement: Peter 
ultimately turned back to the 
Lord. He had come to 
understand the depth and 
breadth of the mercy of God 
embodied in the person of Jesus 
Christ, so though he betrayed 
the Lord, he did not turn in on 



himself. When he saw Jesus 
again, Peter was not driven by 
shame to wall off the Lord, but 
instead opened himself to him; 
he let Jesus draw near to him and 
converse with him. It is no 
coincidence nor accident that in 
that conversation, in allowing 
the Lord to approach him 
mercifully, that Peter’s role in the 
Lord’s mission was reaffirmed. 
Three times he was asked if he 
loved Jesus, three times he 
proclaimed that he did, and 
three times he was told to feed 
Christ’s sheep.  

What is the lesson to take 
away here, friends? I think it is 
this: the difference between 

being exalted by the Lord and 
being left in the darkness outside 
lies not in whether or not you 
sin. I would hope that, as 
Christians, we came into this 
article understanding that, but I 
think that is reinforced when we 
are reminded that both Peter and 
Judas sinned. That difference 
also lies not in feeling badly 
about having sinned, both Peter 
and Judas felt badly, but 
repentance does not lie in that 
alone. The difference between 
being exalted and being left in 
the darkness outside lies in 
whether after having sinned we, 
in shame, turn in on ourselves 
and shut out the light of mercy, 

or instead we turn our gaze to 
the Lord in faith, hope, and love, 
and allow his loving-kindness to 
heal us from within and draw us 
back into friendship with him. 

So, when inevitably you sin, 
and inevitably guilt comes your 
way, do not doubt the mercy and 
love of the Lord, and do not 
exaggerate the gravity of your sin, 
believing that it is somehow too 
big or grave for him. Turn back 
to the Lord. It is in that act that 
repentance lies. On the cross of 
Christ, the eternal work of mercy 
has already been done. 
Repentance lies only in opening 
ourselves to it.
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