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“Regret and Grace” 

Michael Stanfield 

 8For even if I made you sorry with my letter, I do not regret it (though I did regret it, for I see 

that I grieved you with that letter, though only briefly). 9Now I rejoice, not because you were 

grieved, but because your grief led to repentance; for you felt a godly grief, so that you were not 

harmed in any way by us. 10For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and 

brings no regret, but worldly grief produces death. 11For see what earnestness this godly grief has 

produced in you, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what 

longing, what zeal, what punishment! At every point you have proved yourselves guiltless in the 

matter. 12So although I wrote to you, it was not on account of the one who did the wrong, nor on 

account of the one who was wronged, but in order that your zeal for us might be made known to 

you before God. 13In this we find comfort.  

 

When it comes to pure entertainment such as movies, TV shows and even novels, my partner 

Janet and I tend to be miles apart. I gravitate towards sci fi, gritty detective stories and 

psychological thrillers while Janet prefers HGTV, cooking shows and Romantic Dramas.  

However, earlier this year, I discovered a show on Netflix that we both rather enjoy.  

 

 
 

It’s called Virgin River and is based on the novels of the same name written by Robyn Carr. 

Virgin River follows Melinda “Mel” Monroe.  
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Mel is pushing forty and now, having given birth to a stillborn baby and then subsequently losing 

her physician husband in a car crash, she moves from the big city of San Diego to a tiny town on 

the Virgin River by the same name in Northern California. The last words she spoke to her 

husband before the crash were words spoken in anger and she is racked with regret playing that 

last conversation in her head over and over. So she answers an ad to work as a midwife and nurse 

practitioner in the remote Tiny Northern California town of Virgin River, thinking it will be the 

perfect place to start fresh and leave her painful memories behind. But she discovers that small 

town living turns out to be anything but simple. 

 

In fact, the town of Virgin River seems to be a town filled with people who have their own set of 

regrets – the doctor she works for, Vernon Mullins,  

 

 
his wife, Hope,  

 
the bakery owner,  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Certified_Nurse%E2%80%90Midwife
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nurse_practitioner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nurse_practitioner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northern_California
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Paige Lassiter,  

 

 
 

and the list goes on. Each one is living with the burden of some deep regret that causes them to 

be cordial but guarded.  

 

It appears that everyone Mel meets is at first either a bit gruff or turns out to be not quite what 

they seem – except for the cook at Jack’s bar, John “Preacher” Middleton  

 

 
 

and Jack Sheridan,  
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the owner and namesake of the restaurant and bar, which, as it turns out, is the unofficial 

community center for the town.  

 

 
 

Preacher and Jack served together as Marines in Iraq and are fulfilling a dream they had while in 

country of coming home and running a bar together in one of the most beautiful places they 

could find. 

 

Preacher and especially Jack, turn out to be a Godsend for Mel, paving the way for adjustment 

and finally love of this small town. Kind, empathic, strong, and compassionate, Jack is the 

ethical center of the town – acting as a kind of pastoral presence in the lives of all of the people 

of Virgin River. As such, he is an expert at tending to his flock and meeting their needs and 

especially adept and graceful when dealing with the manifold regrets of the Virgin River 

residents. 

 

Yes, Jack is the glue that holds the town together. He also of course, quickly begins to romance 

and finally to land Mel.  
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But we discover rather quickly that even Jack has problems. He suffers from PTSD flashbacks 

from his time in Iraq that he treats with alcohol. Thus, he allows himself to extend insight, 

wisdom and compassion to everyone but himself. As a platoon leader in Iraq, he made a set of 

decisions that got one of his men killed – and this after he had vowed to the young man’s parents 

that he would bring their boy home safe. As a super-responsible individual and natural protector, 

Jack finds it impossible to get over this monstrous regret.  

 

Jack is really a stand-in for all compassionate leaders whose decisions cost the lives of those 

under their command and their care.  

 

From time to time, I have counseled those returning from war. And what they struggle with is 

two-fold. First is their assumption that they should be able to “get over” what they experienced. 

And second, which is where the real struggle often lies, is the deeper more difficult question that 

arises: Is it right to even want to?”  

 

Regret. Whether small or gargantuan, the larger question that Virgin River and Paul’s letter raises 

is, “What do we do with it? After all, who among us has no regrets?  

 

 
 

Mark Twain once shared that he sent a dozen of his friends a telegram saying, “Flee at once — 

you’ve been discovered.” And he swears that upon receipt of the telegram, they all left town 

immediately.  
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It’s common in church to think about our sins, but how many of us also feel the weight of regret 

because of mistakes, bad judgment, shortsightedness, immaturity, thoughtlessness, intentional 

pranks that have gone awry or other screw-ups — things that hurt someone else in an unintended 

but permanent way and where there’s no chance to undo the harm – no way to un-ring that bell.  

 

 
 

People who love us may tell us that such things are not our fault or that we’re only human and 

are judging ourselves too harshly, but it doesn’t change the nagging feeling of culpability. In 

fact, it can be a mark of good character that we are not able to simply shrug off such things.  

 

I want to share a portion of a speech given by one of the most powerful, but regretless, leaders to 

ever live: In one of his many speeches, he said this, “Providence has ordained that I should be the 

greatest liberator of humanity. I am freeing man from the restraints of intelligence that has taken 

charge, from the dirty and degrading self-mortification of a false vision. That vision is called 

conscience and morality, and I am offering the demands of a freedom and independence which 

only a very few can bear.” Adolf Hitler, cited by Hermann Rauschning, Hitler Speaks: A Series of Political Conversations with 

Adolf Hitler on His Real Aims (Thornton Butterworth, 1939), 222. 

 

And who was this man with no regrets?  
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Adolph Hitler. 

 

 
 

Regrets among leaders are part of a sensitive conscience that provide a necessary moral compass. 

Leaders without regrets are dangerous since they tend to empower ruthlessness. And 

unfortunately, there appears to be a lot of that happening today.  

 

So, thank God there are still many of us who actually have a conscience – who actually have 

regrets. But if you have them, what should you do with them? 

 

If only there were something that would allow us to square up for the problems we cause or the 

sins we commit for which there is nothing we can do to reverse the damage, no way to undo our 

mistakes or wrongdoings. Can’t we just pay for our mistakes and be done with them, so they 

don’t haunt us? We can believe in forgiveness, and we can even be forgiven by someone we 

have hurt, but that may not make our regrets go away. 

 

The great mystic and writer Richard Rohr has this to say about it:  
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“We live in a time of primal shame, and we don’t seem to know how to escape it. I find very few 

people who don’t feel stupid, inadequate, dirty or unworthy today, even if they do not 

consciously admit it. When people come to me for counseling or confession, they ask in one 

form or another, “If people knew the things I think, the things I’ve said, the things I want to do, 

who would love me?”  

 

“We all have had feelings of radical, foundational unworthiness. I’m sure they take ten thousand 

different forms, but the shame is usually there. ...” 

 

“In spiritual direction,” he says, “so many people start with the premise, ‘If I behave correctly, I 

will one day get loved and noticed.’ We tend toward this behavioral model. But the biblical 

tradition actually teaches that first we must see God clearly, often by experiencing God’s mercy 

for our bad behavior — and then our right behavior will follow. We first must encounter and 

experience God’s original blessing, choosing and loving of us. If you start with original sin or 

shame, normally the pit is so deep you never get out of it.” Richard Rohr, “Original shame and 

original blessing,” Center for Action and Contemplation website, July 1, 2016. cac.org. 

Retrieved March 25, 2019. 

 

This brings us to our Old Testament text for today: Psalm 139.  

 

 
 

It asserts that God knows us as we really are: “O Lord, you have searched me and known me,” 

the psalmist says. “You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from 

far away.”  
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That God knows us, as we are, can be a frightening thought — but knows us, God does – the 

secret us, the part of ourselves that we never reveal to others, and if there’s anything unsavory or 

ungodly in that secret us, we can’t hide it from God. But the fact that God knows us as we are 

can also be comforting — for God, in Christ, understands what it means to be human, including 

what it means to live with sorrow and regrets. 

 

The late J. Ellsworth Kalas, noted preacher and author,  

 

 
 

said we should “make friends of our regrets.” He said that it is by our regrets that we grow. 

“Regrets generally represent the refuse of our lives, the stuff we’d like to eliminate from memory 

— both ours and that of our community of friends and associates,” Kalas said. But he also called 

regret “the redeeming residue of guilt,” and “the compost of the soul, the place from which new 

life grows.” 

 

Carl Jung writes:  
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“The acceptance of oneself is the essence of the whole moral problem and the epitome of a 

whole outlook on life. That I feed the hungry, that I forgive an insult that I love my enemy in the 

name of Christ —all these are undoubtedly great virtues. 

 

“What I do unto the least of my brethren, that I do unto Christ. 

“But what if I should discover that the least among them all, the poorest of all the beggars, the 

most impudent of all the offenders, the very enemy himself — that these are within me, and that 

I myself stand in need of the alms of my own kindness — that I myself am the enemy who must 

be loved — what then? 

 

“As a rule,” writes Jung, “the Christian’s attitude is then reversed; there is no longer any question 

of love or long-suffering; we say to the brother within us “Raca” (that is “fool”) and we condemn 

and rage against ourselves. We hide it from the world; we refuse to admit ever having met this 

least among the lowly in ourselves.” Carl Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, 1963.  

 

And both Jung and the Psalmist advocate otherwise: acknowledgement of the hidden. In this 

way, regret, therefore, can become a teacher of compassion. Allowing God to lead us to 

sympathy for our own inner fools and enemies makes us sympathetic and understanding of the 

faults and failures of others. 

 

Regret can uncover hidden gems of the soul. 

 

 
 

Regret can teach us to be cautious about making similar mistakes in the future. If we can have 

compassion for our humanity, we can use our screw-ups to make midcourse corrections in how 

we are living. 

 

In these ways, our regrets can become instruments of God’s grace. They can drive us to God 

afresh, to discover again God’s infinite love and forgiveness. Yes Psalm 139 tells us that God 

knows that secret inner self. But beyond that is the psalmist’s testimony that God is with him:  
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If I ascend to heaven, you are there;  

if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  

If I take the wings of the morning  

and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,  

even there your hand shall lead me,  

and your right hand shall hold me fast. (vv.8-10) 

 

Indeed. God’s presence is with us despite whatever regrets we may have. 

 

George Herbert Walker Bush, that is the first Bush to hold the presidency, certainly had regrets 

about his presidency. But he felt the abiding presence of God and therefore God’s grace. Because 

of this, he was able to leave the following hand-written note dated, January 20, 1993 to his 

successor, Bill Clinton: 

 

 
 

Dear Bill, 

When I walked into this office just now, I felt the same sense of wonder and respect that I felt 

four years ago. I know you will feel that too. 
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I wish you great happiness here. I never felt the loneliness some presidents have described, 

though I of course do have some regrets. 

 

 
 

There will be tough times, made even more difficult by criticism you may not think is fair. I’m 

not a very good one to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you or push you off 

course. 

 

You will be our president when you read this note. I wish you well. I wish your family well. 

Your success is now our country’s success. I am rooting hard for you! 

 

Good luck - George 

 

 
 

We are reminded today once again about the grace of God – a grace big enough that it can use 

even our regrets to help us grow in our faith, grow in our capacity to forgive, grow in our 

compassion and magnanimity. What are your regrets? I invite you today to give them to God so 

that you can let God lead you to forgiving yourself. 

 

Let us pray. Gracious God, we all have memories that bring shame and regret. As you forgive us, 

help us to forgive ourselves. Use these shameful acts to reset our course, to make us more 
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understanding, more compassionate, more faithful, more whole. We this pray in Christ’s name, 

Amen. 

 
Charles Fredrickson, Mel Hazlewood, Holly Hoppe, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva, James C. Taylor and Carl Wilton were resources for this 
material. 
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