
 1 

Ash Wednesday—Year B 

Isaiah 58:1-12 

Psalm 103:8-14 

II Corinthians 5:20b-6:10 

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

 

So, it’s Valentines Day, and you are brave to bring your heart here to this service, to hear these 

scriptures, to pray these prayers, to receive the ashes that mark your mortality. You are brave to join 

your brothers and sisters in asking God to “create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that we, 

worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness, may obtain of you, the God of all 

mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our Lord…” Contrite, lament, 

wretchedness—these are hard words, old words, arcane words, words that can land as harsh judgment. 

And yet, this is not how God views us, but rather, this is where we go when we come face to face with 

the tragic gap between the values we profess and hold in our core AND the words and deeds, thoughts 

and intentions of our lives. To be contrite is to touch sorrow, to lament is to give voice to that sorrow, 

to acknowledge our wretchedness is to name out loud how distressed we feel in our bodies and in our 

souls when the light shines on this tragic gap between our values AND our lived experience. 

 

Isaiah rakes us over the coals societally, pointing out the chasm that has opened up between a nation 

that professes to practice righteousness and knows how to keep all the appointed fasts AND the 

reality of a society where people serve their own interests, and oppress their workers, and quarrel 

and fight, and let people go hungry, and ignore the homeless poor, and hide from their own kin, and 

point the finger, and speak evil. Yes, Isaiah really says all that. Isaiah reminds us that part of what we 

confess and lament this day is our complicity in our societal sins—our sins are never just our own, 

but always touch the community as well. 
 

Paul calls us to be reconciled with God. This is the call to be changed and transformed. It is both a 

hopeful call, and a costly one, for change always comes with a price—something must die for something 

to be born. We know this Lenten journey leads to Easter, but we also know that it first leads to the 

cross. 

 

And Jesus will lay before us the dangers of entering this Lenten season focused on our intentions and 

spiritual practices, and yet, forgoing the deeper spade work needed in our souls. The danger of staying 

on the surface and being hypocrites, “pretenders” in the greek, those who are “stage actors.” Jesus 

confronts us with the danger of acting our way through our lives, instead of living them. 

 

The Litany of Penitence will leave no stone unturned as we lift up each stone of our thoughts and 

intentions and words and actions and inactions and look underneath. It’s brutal, but we know, we know, 

that it’s also true. 

 

But so, too, is the truth that God knows we are just dust. Ash Wednesday is about confronting our 

very real mortality and our very real limits. God knows we are imperfect, limited human beings with 

feet of clay. But the psalmist will not let us forget that the LORD is full of compassion and mercy, 

slow to anger and of great kindness. The psalmist will not let us forget that as the heavens are high 

above the earth, so is God’s mercy great, and as far as the east is from the west, that’s how far God 

has removed our sins from us. The psalmist is adamant, “For God himself knows whereof we are 

made; God remembers that we are but dust.” As we teach our children at the 4:00 o’clock service on 

this day, we are dust that God lovingly shaped and pulled into being, dust that God breathed God’s 

very own divine breath into to bring us to life. 
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Peeling away all the layers and allowing God to reclaim our heart, this is tender, tender work. And 

sorrow is a part of it, but we need not fear the sorrow that lies hidden in this day. Listen to mystic 

Rumi. 

 

“Sorrow prepares you for joy.  

It violently sweeps everything out of your house,  

so that new joy can find space to enter.  

It shakes the yellow leaves from the bough of your heart,  

so that fresh, green leaves can grow in their place.  

It pulls up the rotten roots,  

so that new roots hidden beneath have room to grow.  

Whatever sorrow shakes from your heart,  

far better things will take their place.”  

       ― Rumi 
 

In the end, it’s all about the heart. It’s coming to terms with where our treasure is, and in the greek, 

treasure simply means that “place where you deposit precious, valuable things.” Jesus says, “Do not 

store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break 

in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust 

consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your 

heart will be also.”  

 

Jesus is asking us to think long and hard about where we are depositing our best energy, the essence of 

our souls, our very being because where we deposit that energy will tell us where are heart is, and it 

will tell us whether our heart is pulsing with life and love and passion OR whether it has grown cold 

and hard. 

 

We need the sorrow to shake the yellow leaves from our heart, so that fresh, green leaves can grow. We 

need the rotten roots pulled up, so that new roots beneath have room to grow. It’s time to get our hands 

dirty and let the dust mark us for who we are, knowing that within that dust is beauty and life and 

the possibility for growth that will utterly change us.  

 

So, do not fear this day, or this season of self-examination. God knows whereof we are made, and 

God loves it, and God forgives it, and God loves what we may yet be.  

 

Do not be afraid to look into the hidden places of your heart.  Look at the breaks, look at the cracks, 

look at the pieces that are missing, look at the bruises, touch the soft and tender places, take notice of the 

hard spots—we’ve all got them— and then allow God to make in you a new and contrite heart.  

 

Don’t be afraid of the sorrow; it will not leave you in despair, but it will lead you on through the 

darkness until you can speak joy again.  Amen. 
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