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“Which direction are you going?” 

 
Well, here we are on Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent. Someone once 

said about us Lutherans that Lent is our favourite season. There is some truth in 

that, for at least a couple of reasons. Much of the music of Lent is set in the 

minor key to reflect the more serious, sombre mood of the Lenten season. And 

we Lutherans emphasise a theology of the cross as our interpretive key to 

opening up the Scriptures. Theologically Lent focuses on Jesus’ journey to 

Jerusalem, where he was predestined by God to suffer and die on the cross 

for a sin-sick world. In the early church, the Lenten season was 36 days, since 

36 is the tithe, one-tenth of a 365 day year. But there is something magical 

about the number 40 in the Bible. The rains of the great flood lasted 40 

days. Israel wandered 40 years in the wilderness. Jesus fasted 40 days 

during his temptation. So the Lenten period was extended to the present 40-

day period about the end of the seventh century, and it has remained 

unchanged since that time.1  

   The custom of using ashes today is from an old ceremony. Christians who 

had committed grave faults were obliged to do public penance. On Ash 

Wednesday the Bishop blessed the hair shirts which they were to wear during 

the forty days, and sprinkled ashes over them which had been made from the 

palms from the previous year. Then, while the faithful recited the Seven 

Penitential Psalms,(Pss 6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; 143) the penitents were 

turned out of the holy place because of their sins, as Adam and Eve were 

turned out of the Garden of Eden because of their disobedience. They did 

not enter the Church again until Maundy Thursday after having won 

reconciliation by doing penance for forty days and receiving sacramental 
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absolution. Later on, the practice came to include ALL Christians in recognition 

that, “ALL have sinned and come short of the glory of God.”  

   With that as background, we hear again the tortured words attributed to 

David following his adulterous union with Bathsheba, the murder of her 

husband Uriah, and finally the subsequent confrontation with the prophet 

Nathan where his sin was pointed out: “Have mercy on me, O God, according 

to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my 

transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my 

sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.”2 

   The ashes on our foreheads are a visual reminder that our sin is ever 

before us. We are all sinners. One of my favourite Canadian singer-

songwriters is Bruce Cockburn. The words of some of his songs are, at times, 

quite brilliant, and cause me to think more deeply about the message he is 

trying to communicate through his music. In his 1981 Inner City Front album, he 

has a song called Broken Wheel. Listen carefully to the words:  

Way out on the rim of the galaxy/The gifts of the Lord lie torn/ Into whose 

charge the gifts were given/Have made it a curse for so many to be born/ 

This is my trouble --/These were my fathers/So how am I supposed to 

feel?/Way out on the rim of the broken wheel/Water of life is going to flow 

again/Changed from the blood of heroes and knaves/The word mercy's 

going to have a new meaning/When we are judged by the children of our 

slaves/No adult of sound mind/Can be an innocent bystander/ 

Trial comes before truth's revealed/Out here on the rim of the broken wheel/ 

You and me -- we are the break in the broken wheel/Bleeding wound that 

will not heal/ Lord, spit on our eyes so we can see/How to wake up from this 

tragedy 

   In this song, we have a very strong Lenten theme, the suffering in the world 

because of humankind’s sin. Bruce Cockburn nailed it when he says: “No adult 
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of sound mind can be an innocent bystander/You and me—we are the break 

in the broken wheel.” Another pattern he has picked up from the biblical 

witness in both our passage from Joel and our Psalm today, is his line: Trial 

comes before truth’s revealed. In Joel the trial was a grasshopper plague 

that devastated Judah. Joel likely remembers the plagues in Egypt and so he 

interprets the grasshopper plague as a sign of God’s day of judgement. In 

response to this trial, Joel summons the entire nation to prayer, fasting and 

repentance. In Joel’s summons the word of truth is revealed; it’s a word not of 

law and punishment. No! Rather, it’s a word of sheer grace and gospel: 

“Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, 

and abounding in steadfast love.” Our Lutheran theologians and liturgical 

scholars rightly understood these words of Joel as gospel, and that’s why 

during Lent we sing them as a Gospel Acclamation. The words are Good 

News of God’s never-ending and superabundant love and grace to us. The 

words remind us too of the most powerful story in the Bible of repenting, of 

returning—namely, the parable of the prodigal son, in Luke’s Gospel, 

wherein the son returns and repents, and his loving father welcomes him with 

open arms.    

   The flow, the pattern is similar in Psalm 51, the classic Lenten penitential 

Psalm. King David had to face up to his sin—only after he did so and 

repented would he be given release and freedom from his sin. Bruce 

Cockburn’s words “we are the break in the broken wheel” are similar to what 

David discovered when he said: “The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken 

spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” In our 

brokenness Bruce Cockburn prays: “Lord, spit on our eyes so we can see/How 

to wake up from this tragedy.” In other words only an act of God can wake 

us up to the truth. David wakes up from the tragedy of his sins of adultery 

and murder thanks to the word of God spoken through the prophet Nathan. 
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In his brokenness he is humbled, and that brokenness becomes something 

hopeful; it becomes an acceptable sacrifice to God. God is able to use 

David’s brokenness from his sinful state to work out his good purposes. I think 

it’s rather like what pastor, professor and writer Henri Nouwen said when he 

described our ministry and calling in the church—he spoke of us as “wounded 

healers.” I like that. Each one of us is broken and wounded by our sins; yet 

precisely through that brokenness and our wounds God is at work through 

Jesus to forgive and heal us and calls us to go out and do likewise, to forgive 

and heal others.    

   Is it not the same for us as it was for Joel, the people of Judah and King 

David? Are we not here tonight because we are broken and wounded in 

some way because of our sin? Yet, we can offer that brokenness and 

woundedness, that contrite state, that humility to our God. God can transform 

it into something new, something hopeful, something life-giving—like God did 

for Joel and the repentant people of Judah, like God did for a repentant 

King David, like God continues to do over and over again thanks to the love 

and grace offered each one of us through Jesus our Messiah and Saviour. 

Which direction are you going—toward Jesus or away from Jesus? Lent gives 

us the opportunity and privilege to go closer toward Jesus, to return, and 

discover all over again the amazing grace, the endless hope, and the 

superabundant love of Jesus. To God alone be the glory! Amen.    
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