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Sermon for Ash Wednesday Year C 2022 
Dirty Faces, Broken Hearts 

 
In my grandparent’s dining room 
there were two paintings that always fascinated me  
and made me wonder. 
One was a reproduction of a rather well-known painting  
by Robert Zund of the resurrection story from the gospel of Luke— 
“The Road to Emmaus”—  
The other painting was also a reproduction—at least I assume it was. 
I do not know who painted it, but I have never forgotten it. 
I can see it in my mind’s eye even today . . . 
A grandfatherly man, white haired and bearded, 
clearly a farmer or rustic carpenter is regarding 
a young child who is holding out a broken toy— 
a wooden wagon with a broken wooden wheel. 
It is clear from the child’s expression that they are saying, “Fix it.” 
The older man’s expression seems to be taking the child’s request 
seriously, but I always thought that, perhaps,  
he looked a bit unsure if he could fix it. 
As a child, I always thought of my own grandfather as that elderly man 
in the painting—he was, after all, a kind of fixer-upper kind of guy. 
It wasn’t difficult for me to imagine myself as the child  
with a broken toy to be fixed  
(even though I’m fairly certain the child was a little boy). 
 
Actually, as I grew older, that painting became a kind of metaphor  
for my prayer life . . . please God—mister fixer-upper—fix it! 
 
Looking back on my grandparent’s dining room today,  
I see a theological panoply was displayed on the walls  
of that all-important room  
where our family gathered for weekday and Sunday meals,  
and so many celebrations  
of Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter and more. 
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Lately, I have come to see that those two paintings represented 
the human condition: 
ranging from “things are broken, please, can you fix it” 
to “here’s how God fixed and is fixing what’s broken.” 
 
It also seems to broadly encapsulate the journey of Lent. 
We begin by acknowledging our brokenness, 
we turn toward God for help in fixing or mending our brokenness, 
and by the end of our journey, 
we end up on the road Easter Day with the risen One 
who is the only one who can fix the brokenness of our world. 
 
And, if we’re honest, we know that that brokenness in our lives  
and in our world is because of what we have said or done  
or failed to do or say. 
We know that things are very much in a mess. 
We look at all the brokenness and wonder, can this really be fixed? 
Can our lives be restored? When we’ve blown everything up 
and fouled our nest . . . how can it be repaired? 
 
And, so, here we are, Ash Wednesday is upon us once more. 
A day when we are called upon to remember  
all the hearts we have broken—ours and others, intentionally or not. 
To recall those moments when we have yearned to fix things  
and make them right and yet, have found we could not. 
On this day we are reminded of our frailty, our limits, 
our sin, and our failed attempts to make things right— 
or our failure to even try to make things right. 
 
We are reminded with ashes on our foreheads  
that there are simply some things we cannot fix. 
That more often than not, matters of life and death  
are simply out of our hands or beyond our reach and understanding. 
On Ash Wednesday, as we would do well to do every day, 
we throw ourselves on the mercy of God. 
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God who is the source of our life and our comfort in death. 
God who assures us that through his Son, all that we have broken, 
all that we have rent asunder,  
will be put back together again through God’s love and mercy. 
 
Here’s the thing, we are reminded not only of our frailty  
when those ashes are traced on our foreheads. 
After all, it’s not just a shapeless smudge that is traced there,  
but the sign of the cross. 
The same cross on which Jesus died for you and for me. 
The same cross which was traced on your forehead and on mine  
when we were baptized. 
 
In that sense, ashes on your forehead  
may be one of the most powerful markings you and I may ever wear. 
Why? Because we are publicly acknowledging 
not only our brokenness and sorrow for sinning,  
but also our mortality and our inability to “fix” all the mess on our own. 
 
In the passage we just heard from 2nd Corinthians, 
Paul, too, seems to be wearing ashes,  
as he calls us to live faithfully  
while he also shows his mortality and vulnerability as a disciple. 
He has endured beatings, imprisonment, sleepless nights,  
hunger, and other hardships. 
(And I have to say, I can’t help but think about the people of Ukraine as 
I read his list of sufferings.) 
Yet, though Paul has been marked by his brushes with mortality, 
he knows the ashes are not the end of the story. 
This is the paradox of our Christian faith and identity— 
Though we are struggling yet we rejoice. 
Though we are poor we have access to great riches. 
We wear our mortality on our foreheads  
yet trust the promise of eternal life. 
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And just when we think all of the glory has to wait until,  
oh say when we reach heaven, heaven breaks in:  
Now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! 
 
Yes, death is an obvious reality for each of us. 
And everyone of us—young and old— 
needs to be reminded that time can be wasted  
and grace accepted in vain. 
There is a depth of purpose and a source of joy available  
only in, with, and through Christ that makes the living of our days—
broken and messy as they are—also rich and alive. 
Wealth, security, power and prestige such as the world offers can,  
turn our hearts toward things that are vulnerable to corruption and decay. 
These are temporal or temporary things. 
Which is why Paul and Jesus want us to take note  
that things are not always as they seem. 
 
Even when things are hard and we see only earthly failure, 
it does not mean that the message of reconciliation in Christ  
is untrue or unrealized. 
God’s grace is always there—whether we acknowledge it or not, 
whether we recognize it or not. 
And when we are reoriented and acknowledge and recognize God’s 
grace for us . . . that’s when salvation is not received in vain. 
 
Above all, it is important to know  
that the sign of the cross with ashes on our foreheads, 
as well as the words “remember that you are dust,  
and to dust you shall return” 
is not intended to be morbid. 
Rather it is a visible sin of what the psalmist and Paul were so aware of: 
We are wholly dependent on God. 
The prayer over the ashes says,  
“Grant that these ashes may be a sign to us—that it is only by your 
gracious gift that we are given everlasting life.” 
Indeed, it is only by God’s grace that we have life at all. 
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Lent is the time when we examine and acknowledge our broken places. 
We join with all the broken people through the ages who pray, 
Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love. 
Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
and put a new and right spirit within me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
and sustain in me a willing spirit. 
The sacrifice of God is a troubled spirit; 
a troubled and broken heart, O God, you will not despise. 
 
Fix it, Lord. 
Fix me, Lord. 
Fix us, your broken and rusty tools, Lord. 
For it is by your grace and forgiveness that we can begin anew. 
 


