
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

A Sermon preached by the Reverend Donna J. Larson, Interim Priest 
Trinity Church in Bethlehem, PA 

Ash Wednesday -- February 14, 2018 
 
Isaiah 58: 1-12 

Psalm 103: 8-14 
II Corinthians 5: 20b-6:10  

Matthew 6: 1-6,16-21 
 

“So much depends on these forty days.” 
 

 On this day of Ash Wednesday, we remember that Ash Wednesday is our 
gateway to Lent.  Today, as Christians throughout the world receive the 
imposition of ashes on our foreheads, we receive a wakeup call.  We are made 

to face our mortality in death and our brokenness as a sinful people.  And I am 
happy to report that this is one religious observance which will never become a 

boon for retailers.  You won’t find Hallmark cards with Ash Wednesday 
messages.  There are no ads in the media for things you can buy; no displays 
in store windows which will draw our attention to Lent.  Because sackcloth and 

ashes don’t sell.   Because, generally speaking, people don’t want to be 
reminded of their human faults and sinfulness, nor do they want to be told 
that one day they will die.  If anything, we live our lives making every attempt 

to cover our sins and deny our slow journey to death.   

 But today Christians throughout the world make a very public display of 

the ashes that are imposed on our foreheads.  And those ashes make an 
important statement to our world.  They are a sign that we belong to a religious 
tradition which periodically reminds us of the bottom line (and this bottom line 

is not about money):  the body we occupy is subject to sin, and it is destined to 
the grave.  But this is not the end of our message.   

 For the next forty days we will walk with Jesus through his own human 

trials—his own human suffering—his own human death—until that blessed 
morning when the message becomes, “Alleluia, alleluia! Christ is risen,” and we 

celebrate a Savior who has redeemed us from sin and death.  A Savior who 
makes it possible for us to live into the promises redemption right here, right 
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now, in this world.  And how liberating it is to know that our sins cannot keep 
us enslaved in in life or in death, and that even the death of our body does not 

bring an end to our life.   But these are not easy things to remember if we never 
take the opportunity to come away from a world which can make us slaves to 

sin and keep us in denial about our death.   

 This is why Lent has become a long-established tradition in the church.  
Ash Wednesday gives us the opportunity to acknowledge that we are sinners, 

that our bodies are dust and to dust they shall return.  And our forty day 
period of Lent provides us with the opportunity to repent; to turn away from, 
even rid ourselves of thoughts, words and behaviors which keep us from living 

into the promises of our redemption and the fullness of our life.  These forty 
days of Lent provides a way for us to remove ourselves from the distractions of 

this world and the superficial living of our life so that we can go deep.  To pray 
and study and fast; to think, and feel, and know more clearly who we are, who 
God is, and how that makes a difference for good in our life and in our world.   

 The themes of all our scripture lessons today remind us of our need of 
redemption; our need to repent and turn our lives to God.  In our first reading 

Isaiah pleads with his people to repent; repent of their selfish and self-serving 
ways; to restore their lives to humility before God and service to God’s people in 
their various human need.  And God knows that only a change of heart can 

change our life and move us away from our self-interest toward God’s hope and 
promise and purpose for our life.  Changing our mind, or merely changing the 
way we do things is not enough.  It takes a repentant heart, a heart that will 

allow God to transform us so that we can become the change for good we want 
for ourselves and for our world.  It takes a repentant heart.  And people of faith 

know from experience that when God changes a heart it is a radical procedure 
which brings radical life-changing results. 

 I am reminded of a TV program I often watched a few years ago.  It was 

called “Extreme Makeover,” and it occurred to me that an extreme makeover is 
what happens when we do the work of repentance.  This show featured a very 
deserving family whose dilapidated, or inadequate home is torn down and the 

debris taken away so that a new home can be built in the same place.  When 
the family returns to their new home, it is completely changed, and it 

completely changes their life and the way they live in that home.  They become 
people who make even a greater difference for God and for good in their 
community.  During one of the early segments of the program it occurred to me 

that repentance is what brings about an extreme makeover of the heart, not 
just a renovation.  Repentance changes our heart, and a change of heart 

changes the way we live in our body, repentance changes the way we think 
with our mind, and repentance changes the way we experience God in our 
soul.  This is why the season of Lent is so necessary to Christians.  Our 

spiritual disciplines of Lent require us to be intentional in the ways we examine 
our life; intentional in the ways we repent of our sins; intentional about living 
the life God has given us to live. 
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 In his letters to his congregation at Corinth, Paul often entreats his 
people to be reconciled to God and to each other.  This is because his 

prosperous, well-established congregation at Corinth is a house divided.  
People argue with each other and when they disagree they are also 

disagreeable.  This very diverse and divisive people simply cannot get along.  
And Paul deplores the fact that their faith community is not much different 
from the pagan communities that leads them away from God’s purpose for this 

church. So Paul is always calling his people to repent.  And he is always 
reminding his them that repentance requires a change of heart, a change that 
will not only reconcile them to God and to each other, a change that will and 

bring them to live differently in their pagan world.  In today’s reading Paul tells 
his people what repentance will look like for them and for their church.   

Reconciliation will be a true test and complete sign of repentance and will lead 
them to become the church God is calling them to be.   

 In our gospel lesson Jesus tells us that the sign of true repentance is a 

change of heart and a change of behavior.   He uses examples of people whose 
pious actions do not reflect a repentant heart.  Jesus warns against false 

piety—worship, and prayer, sacrificial offerings and other religious observances 
which are done primarily for the sake of show, or out of religious obligation.  
And the message is this: doing the right thing for the wrong reason does not 

serve God’s purpose for rites and rituals, and spiritual practices which are 
meant to “create a clean heart, and renew a right spirit within us.”   

 In this period of Lent, we are given to look at our own piety in the ways 

we worship and the ways we serve the ministries of our church.  For instance, 
it’s is easy for a lector to read the words of scripture, but a heart which loves 

these words, a mind that understands them, and a soul that believes in their 
power to redeem will study and practice reading their scriptures in order to 
transmit that love and understanding and power to redeem to people who will 

hear them.  It’s easy for a crucifer to carry a cross in procession and for a 
congregation to bow in respect as it passes by, but we need to ask if our heart 
feels sacred regard and deep humility in these acts of piety which lead us to the 

altar of redemption.  It’s easy to say the words of the Great Thanksgiving of our 
eucharistic prayer; it’s easy to eat the bread and drink the wine we receive at 

communion.  But it’s not so easy to bring a truly thankful heart and be in 
complete love and charity with others who receive these gifts—not just in our 
congregation, but in every church throughout the world.  It’s even harder, I 

think, to take our gratitude back into the world where it has great power and 
potential to redeem well beyond the walls of our church.  But Jesus’ message of 

repentance to us is clear:  if the piety of our words and actions do not reflect a 
grace-filled heart, then we need to repent.   We need to turn back to God.  We 
need to examine our heart, because our heart is where God lives—even when 

we forget God is in there.  Our heart is God’s home—even when we close our 
doors or try to evict him.  God dwells in our heart because our heart is the only 
place where God makes changes in us which are true and lasting. 
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 But nothing will change in our heart if we never open our heart and look 
inside of it; if we are not willing to see what’s going on in there; if we won’t 

recognize the places which are in need of renewal, or repair, or even an extreme 
makeover.  And let’s face it, most of us are unwilling, even unable to look into 

our heart until we get a wakeup call.  And we can get some pretty awful 
wakeup calls in this life.  This is why we need Lent.  Because without a regular 
wakeup call in our life we ignore, or forget God.  Without putting aside a period 

of time for examining the circumstances of our life and the health of our heart, 
life gets in the way of the attention we need to give to the God who dwells 
within us, our God who calls us to repentance so that we can dwell in him.   

 We in the church are fortunate to have rites and rituals which keep us 
awake and alert to our need of repentance.  We are especially grateful for the 

opportunities we are given to confess our sins, to receive absolution, and to 
make peace with our brothers and sisters before we receive communion.  But 
tonight we thank God for Ash Wednesday because it is our gateway into Lent, 

these forty days which provide us sustained and intentional opportunities to 
lose ourselves so that we can find our way back to God.  We thank God for Ash 

Wednesday because this is our wakeup call.  A call which invites us to examine 
our heart.  To go deep.  To find those places which need redeeming, and to ask 
God’s help in redeeming us in them.  So much depends on these forty days. 

 
   
 


