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Ash Wednesday 

Joel 2:12-13; Psalm 51, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

 

One of the classes I’m taking right now at Seattle University is “Leading from 

Spiritual Depth” and our assignment the past three weeks has been to pray 

and read scripture three times a day using the daily lectionary. You can take 

a look at the daily lectionary in the back of our ELW hymnals on page 1421. 

This is a year-long grouping of biblical texts for each day that are organized 

by liturgical year and the weeks surrounding the liturgical Sundays of that 

year. Currently we are in Year A, and last week was the week surrounding 

Transfiguration Sunday (on page 1423 at the top in the middle). The middle 

reading for Thursday was Exodus 6:2-9 when the Lord tells Moses that he 

will deliver the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. 

This is what Exodus 6 says: Say therefore to the Israelites, “I am the Lord, 

and I will free you from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from 

slavery to them. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with 

mighty acts of judgment. I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. 

You shall know that I am the Lord your God, who has freed you from the 

burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; I will give it to you for a possession. I am the 

Lord.” 

However, the very next line in verse 9 says, “Moses told this to the Israelites; 

but they would not listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit and their 

cruel slavery.” 

They would not listen to Moses…they would not listen to God…because of 

their broken spirit. 

When I read this last week, during my prayer time I found myself incredibly 

sad. Here God is offering freedom from slavery, offering redemption and 

mercy, offering to claim the Israelites as God’s own people and give them a 

land to possess, and the Israelites wouldn’t even listen to Moses, they would 

not listen to God, because their spirit was broken. 

This is why it makes me so sad: because in the Ash Wednesday psalm we 

just heard, Psalm 51, the sacrifice acceptable to God, the only thing God 

demands from us, is a broken spirit, a broken and contrite heart God will not 

despise. What God is requiring—from the Israelites and from us—in order to 

receive blessings and salvation and freedom is one thing only: a broken spirit 

and a contrite heart, the one thing the Israelites already had. 

Isn’t it true that even we Lutherans, in the back of our minds and the dark 

corners of our heart, still believe that there’s something we have to do to 

earn God’s grace, mercy, and freedom? Don’t we still get caught in the trap 

of thinking we don’t deserve such promises, and therefore we shut our ears 

and heart to them? We essentially become like those Israelites who would 

not listen to Moses or to God. 

And yet, the whole reason we are here tonight on Ash Wednesday is to 

admit to God that we are incapable of human life without God. We are here 

precisely because we have a broken spirit. We are here because of the 

messy ashes of our frail human lives.  

But you know, the only thing God demands of us is to come to God with a 

broken spirit and a contrite heart, ashes and all. All God requires of us is the 

brokenness, the imperfection, and the messy reality of our lives. Because 

when we come to God raw and as imperfect as we are, God can work in our 

hearts to reorient them toward God and all that brings life. 

I think that’s why Jesus in the gospel of Matthew tells us to beware of 

practicing our piety before others in order to be seen by them, for then we 

have no reward from our Father in heaven. When we pretend to have 

everything together, when we put on a face—to God or to others, when we 

try to have perfect piety, we have no reward from God. What God requires 

of us is one thing only: a broken spirit. A broken and contrite heart, O God, 

you will not despise. 

We will be focusing during these next 40 days on the words of Martin Luther 

in his Small Catechism. As I’ve been preparing for Lent, I came across this 

beautiful prayer by Martin Luther that’s printed on the back of your bulletin 

in the purple box. 



The prayer is a wonderful reminder that when we confess to God who we 

are—when we admit our sinfulness and imperfections, God can work in us 

to create a clean heart. 

Luther wrote, 

Lord Jesus, 

You are my righteousness, 

I am your sin. 

You took on you what was mine; 

yet set on me what was yours. 

You became what you were not, 

that I might become what I was not. 

Say that prayer with me….. 

When we come to God with a broken and contrite heart, Jesus works to 

form us into what we are not—we are not bound to sin and death, we are 

not controlled by evil or the devil, we are not in charge of our own salvation. 

God is. And God in Jesus takes from us our sin and sets on us God’s 

righteousness. God creates in us a clean heart, and puts a new and right 

spirit within us. 

So this Lent, come to God each of these 40 days with a broken spirit and a 

contrite heart, for that is all God asks. And by doing so, you will return to the 

Lord our God, who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love. Amen. 


