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Isaiah 58:1 - 12 

Ps 51 

Mathew 6:1 – 6, 16 – 21 
 

Make me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me  
 

 

There is no denying that on Ash Wednesday we pause to reflect on our mortality, and 

the power of Sin.  Neither of these topics is popular these days.  Even in Church 

circles sin is associated with the sort of moralistic concerns that in the long haul of 

history have given the Church a bad reputation.  

 

It is interesting to note that of the 150 Psalms found in the Hebrew Scriptures, only 7 

are regarded as penitential.  Psalm 51, sung here tonight, is undoubtedly the best 

known among them.  Tradition has it that David wrote this Psalm after destroying 

Uriah and stealing his wife. But there is no real consensus about that view.  Augustine 

read the words about being “a sinner when my mother conceived me” as connecting 

procreation with sin.  His faulty views on this point have had an unfortunately long 

life in the church, tainting the topic of sin.    

 

Some years ago there was a conversation in which a person said to me “we speak too 

much about sin”.  At that time the Iraq war was just beginning, and I found it difficult 

to agree with the comment.  Despite the problems it was easier to concur with Otto 

Dibelius, who wrote to Bonhoeffer and said: “everything human is cursed with 

selfishness” [F. Schlingensiepen, Bonhoeffer, p 204].   

 

It is this knowledge that has made the Psalmist so aware of sin.  Not minor faults, but 

a life lived against God.  It is this that caused the author to say: “against you only 

have I sinned”.  As the Psalmist seeks relief from the weight of this knowledge, the 

words pile up: “transgression, iniquity, and sin”.  None of this delivers the Psalmist 

into despair.  He or she is aware of being totally dependent on God and appeals to 

God’s great goodness and steadfast mercy.  Luther loved this Psalm.  He saw in this 

the appeal to grace alone.  But the appeal for relief is real and once again the words 

again pile up: “blot out, wash, cleanse”.  For all the acknowledgement of sin, a strong 

expectation of renewal is present, because of the power of God.  This is the power 

that can make our hearts clean, and renew a right spirit within us.  A clean heart is a 

pure heart.  Not one that is spotless in the moralistic sense.  But one that is singularly 

focused on God’s love for us, which is the ground for any hope we have for a better 

life.  

 

The powerful imagery of ash that we use on Ash Wednesday is aimed to bring into 

focus the unrelenting way in which we put our limited selves at the centre.  In 

undertaking the discipline of this service, we put ourselves in the position of being 

challenged to face up to our selves, and to accept the call to live truthfully before 

God.  Ash serves to rouse us from inattentive living.  It calls us to turn and re-present 

ourselves to the one who alone can give us life.   



This is the beginning of Lent.  The idea of Lenten discipline is not directed towards 

how much meat we eat or how much wine we drink, however important those things 

may be for our wellbeing.  Lent is about noticing where our true values lie.  As 

Matthew says, “where our treasure is” that is where we will find the real focus of our 

heart.  Seeking to have a clean heart involves examining how congruent all our 

commitments are with the character of God’s steadfast merciful love.   

 

Although it might seem like a tough day, Ash Wednesday is one more chance to turn 

around and start going in the right direction again.     

 

*** 

 

 


