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Good evening. What a solemn blessing it is to be gathered with our siblings from the Church of South 
Washington this evening as we mark the beginning of the season of Lent on this Ash Wednesday.  
 
I am aware that Ash Wednesday is a new experience for many, as it has not been a liturgical pracKce in 
our congregaKons or denominaKonal bodies as long as it has been in the lives of, say, our Catholic 
neighbors at St. Joseph’s and St. Mary’s. But Ash Wednesday is not new. Its origins, with the marking of 
ash on the human body at the start of Lent, goes back to at least the 10th century. The marking of the 
ash, which we now offer in the shape of a cross, signifies the beginning of our journey toward the 
empty tomb on Easter Sunday. 
 
Ash Wednesday offers a call to the faithful to prepare ourselves for a 40-day season of penitence, 
repentance, fasKng, and faithfulness. The invitaKon of this day is not to look ahead to Easter – but to 
focus on our lives in the here and now, acknowledging the brokenness that exists in our midst, a 
brokenness that might only be healed through the presence, grace, and love of God. 
 
As we look at our text for this evening, we should keep in mind that the apostle Paul is wriKng to the 
early believers in the church at Corinth. These are genKle converts to the faith – perhaps similar to 
many of us here. The Corinthian church is filled with those who are new to the God of Israel, those not 
steeped in the history of the Hebrew Scriptures, but who have come to embrace the divinity of God in 
the person of Jesus Christ.  
 
Knowing how recently this community had come to Christ, even in the relaKvely early years following 
Christ’s resurrecKon, it may seem odd that Paul would offer this demand and invitaKon, “Be reconciled 
to God.” I mean, had the community already, even in those early years of new faith and church 
formaKon, started backsliding away from the presence of God? Had they already waned in faithfulness? 
 
I ask these quesKons rhetorically to highlight an important detail about the apostle’s wriKng: Paul is not 
wriKng to those who have turned away from the church, those who have turned away from Christ, or 
those who had been exiled from the connecKon. Paul is wriKng to the faithful believers who comprise 
the church at Corinth. Paul is speaking to those who already have a faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and 
Savior. Paul is wriKng to those who are coming to church in-person (or perhaps joining in through 
online streaming). I mean, let’s be realisKc, the only people in those early days who would be hearing 
this text are those who showed up at the church gathering. This le`er was not in print as we have it 
today; you couldn’t go buy a copy at the local bookstore, or download the e-version on your kindle app. 
This text was found on a single scroll that the church leader of Corinth would have read at the first 
church gathering aber it had been received.  
 



Paul is not wriKng to those who were outside the church, or anyone who thought of themselves as 
being removed from the presence of God. Paul is wriKng to faithful believers – he’s speaking to you and 
me. “Be reconciled to God.”  
 
Following this exhortaKon, Paul offers a bit of an explanaKon as to why we need to be reconciled to 
God, wriKng, “For our sake, [God] made him, [Christ] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in [Christ] we 
might become the righteousness of God.”  
 
This text has been the foundaKon of a centuries long theological disagreement that has yet to be 
resolved. Does this text say that Jesus, whom we think of as perfect, blameless, and without sin – 
actually became the embodiment of sin? Was Christ then not sinless, because he took on our sin? … 
This is one of those areas of theology where I throw up my hands in sheer bafflement and say, “I’m not 
God, and therefore I don’t really know.” And I certainly don’t want to take up one side of the argument 
with our BapKsts friends in the room, lest we spend all night in dialogue of theological uncertainty.  
 
But for as much as I don’t know, what I do feel confident in offering is that, at a minimum, the text says 
it is through Christ that we might become the righteousness of God. Our ability to look anything like 
what God wants humanity to look like is only possible because of the work of God in and through Jesus 
Christ.  
 
I also know that as we keep reading into chapter 6, Paul says we don’t have Kme to wait for this 
reconciliaKon to take place. “See,” Paul writes, “now is the acceptable Kme; now is the day of 
salvaKon!” 
 
As Paul was wriKng this le`er in the first century, I don’t think Paul had a specific date or Kme in mind. I 
think Paul meant now as in, at any and every moment. He meant today, here, in this moment. And, he 
meant next Month, on March 12, at that moment. Paul doesn’t want us to wait unKl March 12, or even 
tomorrow; but in whatever moment it is, Paul wants this to happen here and now. Now is the Kme to 
be reconciled to God.  
 
With such urgency behind this invitaKon, we should ask, what is it, exactly, Paul wants to have happen? 
How do we become reconciled to God? What is it we need to do, now? 
 
As the scriptures say in many places, and in so many ways, to be reconciled to God, we have to 
acknowledge that which has driven us away from God. Or as Paul offers in verse 3, we must ensure that 
there are no obstacles keeping us from God.  
 
In general, as a people of the Judeo-ChrisKan line, we define these obstacles, any and everything that 
separates us from God, as “sin.” Sin is that which leads us and keeps us away from the presence of God.  
 
There are many a scriptural text which we can use to support this line of confession. And such a 
confession is built into some of our most widely used prayers, such as, “Forgive me Lord, for I have 
sinned.”  
 
But friends, I want to be honest – I think we use the term “sin” as our escape from being fully 
transparent with God. As a people devoted to Christ, as a people who earnestly yearn to be in the 



presence of God, I think we use the word “sin” as an intenKonally ambiguous term that allows 
ourselves to refrain from actually owning that which separates us from the Lord.  
 
I want to say that again: I think we use the word “sin” as an intenKonally ambiguous term that allows 
ourselves to refrain from actually owning that which separates us from the Lord. 
 
Thomas Merton once wrote, “The devil makes many disciples by preaching against sin. He convinces 
them of the great evil of sin, induces a crisis of guilt by which, “God is saKsfied,” and aber that he lets 
them spend the rest of their lives meditaKng on the intense sinfulness and evident reprobaKon of 
[others].”  
 
If we can just name that we are “sinful” and in need of a savior, then we’ve done all that’s necessary to 
be reconciled to God, right? Even if our confession is not concrete, as long as we’re willing to say we’re 
sinful, we’ve done all that God requires of us, yes?  
 
I’m not the judge, nor am I the jury, so perhaps such an ambiguous confession is sufficient. But I can say 
from personal experience, it’s really hard to make a change if we aren’t able, or willing, to name what’s 
broken.   
 
If I call my electrician up and say, “Hey, I need you to come over to the church, we’ve got some 
electrical problems,” what’s the electrician going to fix when they arrive?  
 
If I call up my local contractor, and I say, “hey, we’ve got some issues at the house, can you come and fix 
them for me?” If I don’t get specific, can you imagine the size of the bill I’m going to see when aber the 
contractor has had carte blanche access to my house?  
 
If I call up the City of Alexandria Parking Enforcement and say, “Hey, there’s a car parked illegally. It 
needs to be moved,” and then I hang up … do you really think they’re going to do anything without 
knowing where the car is parked, or its make, model, and license?  
 
If I sit down with my therapist, and say, “hey, it’s been a rough week.” Do you think the therapist is just 
going to say, “thanks for naming that things are in a bad place, everything is be`er now, you can go”? 
 
To be reconciled to God is not simply to acknowledge that we are sinful. The invitaKon of Lent, the 
purpose of Ash Wednesday, it’s not just to say, “I am broken and in need of a savior.” We need to get 
real – we need to be honest – we need to be specific about what is keeping us and this world from 
fulfilling God’s will for creaKon. New life in Jesus Christ is not ambivalent; a life lived in reconciliaKon 
with God is not ambiguous; so friends, we need to be honest and real about what is broken in our 
world and in our lives. The gib of God in Jesus Christ takes away that which is sin so that we might 
become the righteousness of God; if we can’t, or won’t, name that which needs to be taken away, how 
do we move forward in the righteousness of God? 
 
To help us in naming our sin, to put words to our brokenness, I want to lib up the words of Pastor Rich 
Villodas, who writes in a recent publicaKon, that “Sin is not just a violaKon of a law; it’s the disrupKon 
of love.”i He goes on to say, “Love is the fulfillment of our faith; sin is the negaKon of it.”  
 



When living in sin, when we are separated from God, we are also separated from love, for God is love. 
Sin is always defined by a failure to love – it is a failure to love in relaKonship with God, with ourself, 
and with one another. Because sin is a failure to love, it is never personal or individual. Our failure to 
love always has an impact on the world and community around us. 
 
So our confession, our geong specific, is not only about our personal reconciliaKon with God, it’s about 
the greater well-being of the whole community. And this is, throughout the Biblical witness, the desire 
of God: for creaKon’s well-being, for the shalom of humanity on the whole. It no wonder that even 
Christ teaches that the greatest of our commands is to love God and to love one another as ourselves – 
this is the core desire of God for creaKon, that we might live in the joy and abundant love of God.  
 
Just consider our own witness as the Church of South Washington. It was a failure to love that caused 
the division of our past. It was not a non-descript sin that kept us from engaging in blessed community 
with one another, it was a failure to love – to see in the other the image of God. It was a failure to love 
– to care for the other as well as we have cared for ourselves. It was a failure to love – to see the other 
as part of our own body, the Body of Christ. It was a failure to love – to advocate for the health and 
well-being of the whole, of the full community, and of our neighbors.  
 
Our failure to love, it is not an ambiguous enKty, it is every thought, teaching, belief, and acKon that 
withholds God’s love from the other. Our failure to love is every isolaKng step inward that leads us away 
from the presence of God. 
 
And so Paul calls us back to God, to be reconciled to God, because first and foremost, God is love, and 
God is capable of filling us with such love. Though our sin drives us inward, the love of God drives us 
outward. Though our sin isolates us, the love of God connects us to one another. Though our sin 
hardens our hearts and keeps us from a greater communion, the love of God is poured forth upon all of 
humanity that we might receive and proclaim something greater than ourselves.  
 
Paul says, God made the one who knew no sin to take on our sin, the one who only knew love to take 
away our failure to love, the one who was whole and pure would take on our brokenness, so that we 
might be witnesses to the righteousness of God.  
 
Lent is a Kme to acknowledge where we have failed to love, in order that Christ might lead us is loving 
anew. So we join on this Ash Wednesday before the holy one, that we might be moved toward 
wholeness, not by covering up our sin, but by naming our failures and by being honest about our past 
and present. May we come seeking to be reconciled to God that we might be redeemed, that we might 
be led into a greater communion, and that as one body, we might be a visible presence of Christ in this 
world – that we might be witnesses to the righteousness of God.  
 
As we join in our hymn of response, I invite you to take the posture of one who is seeking reconciliaKon 
with God, that we might claim a more faithfulness as those who are united by God in love.  
 
Will you stand and sing with me, Give Me a Clean Heart. The words are available in the bulleKn.  

 
i Rich Villodas. Good and Beau*ful and Kind. Colorado Springs: Waterbrook, 2022. 


