The Acknowledgement of Sin
Joel 2:1-2, 12-17
· Verses 1-2. The shofar was often thought of as the war trumpet. When its sound was heard the people often trembled because of the trouble it signaled. Joel called the people to blow the trumpet -- this time because the day of the Lord was coming.
· God's coming would create cosmic disturbances (verse 2), such as darkness and gloom and thick clouds.
· Verses 12-17. Joel calls the people to a season of communal lament and repentance. While doing so, they were encouraged to focus upon the goodness of God who, perchance, might relent from punishing them and bless them.

For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 
(Psalms 51:3 NRSV) 
Reflections:
People of the Bible fought with the concept of individual sin as well as that of corporate sin. Sometimes their prayers were for individual sin(s); and at other times, they all stood and confessed that their country had sinned. When their spiritual leaders stood and confessed the sins of their nation before God, we read nothing of individuals offering vigorous protests that they were not to blame. The people of Israel understood that they, as a group, took part in both the blessings that came to the nation for wise decisions and in the consequences that came from bad decisions made by their leaders. Rise or fall, they would experience life together as a nation. 
This is a difficult concept for us to wrap our Western minds around. We have been conditioned by culture to think of ourselves as sole beneficiaries of the benefits or consequences of our actions. Newscasters, however, remind us that, today, both the rich and the poor sit in anxiety together over matters too great for any one of us to solve alone. We are seeing our country at its worst since the Great Depression. The economy is in such a state that any one of us could find ourselves homeless or jobless overnight. A more frightening thought, without intervention, any one of us could become suicidal or criminal in response. The present economic crisis reminds us that we are all in this together -- in spite of our individualism. If ever there were a time for us to consider corporate responsibility and corporate culpability, it is now. 
The good news in this to me is that God has always been willing to forgive anytime a person or a nation repents. Think of the story of Jonah or of countless other Old Testament stories where nations repented and turned their hearts to God anew. God forgave the people of Nineveh; God forgave Israel, countless times. This same God is willing to hear our prayers and to forgive us for any way that we as individuals have contributed to our country's present state. God is also willing to guide our corporate solutions as we look at the long uphill climb to restoration. 
The Ash Wednesday texts call us to be alarmed about ourselves, to tremble, to tear our clothes, to pray. The ashes are a symbol of sorrow and repentance. Tonight, we walk in the footsteps of those who have gone before us in prayer and piety. 
If ashes are to be imposed, the Celebrant says the following prayer: 
Almighty God, you have created us out of the dust of the earth: Grant that these ashes may be to us a sign of our mortality and penitence,  that we may remember that it is only by your gracious gift that we are given everlasting life; through Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen. 
The ashes are imposed with the following words: 
Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. 
  
The following Psalm is then sung or said: 
Psalm 51 Miserere mei, Deus 
1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your loving-kindness; *
in your great compassion blot out my offenses. 
2 Wash me through and through from my wickedness *
and cleanse me from my sin. 
3 For I know my transgressions, *
and my sin is ever before me. 
4 Against you only have I sinned *
and done what is evil in your sight. 
5 And so you are justified when you speak *
and upright in your judgment 
6 Indeed, I have been wicked from my birth, *
a sinner from my mother's womb. 
7 For behold, you look for truth deep within me, *
and will make me understand wisdom secretly. 
8 Purge me from my sin, and I shall be pure;
wash me, and I shall be clean indeed. 
9 Make me hear of joy and gladness, *
that the body you have broken may rejoice. 
10 Hide your face from my sins *
and blot out all my iniquities. 
11 Create in me a clean heart, O God, *
and renew a right spirit within me. 
12 Cast me not away from your presence *
and take not your holy Spirit from me. 
13 Give me the joy of your saving help again *
and sustain me with your bountiful Spirit. 
14 I shall teach your ways to the wicked, *
and sinners shall return to you. 
15 Deliver me from death, O God, *
and my tongue shall sing of your righteousness,
O God of my salvation. 
16 Open my lips, O Lord, *
and my mouth shall proclaim your praise. 
17 Had you desired it, I would have offered sacrifice; *
but you take no delight in burnt-offerings. 
18 The sacrifice of God is a troubled spirit; *
a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 
  


Let Us Pray

For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.
(Psalms 51:3, NRSV) 
O, God, when we pause to look back at our lives on this Ash Wednesday, we realize that we have been weighed in the balance and found wanting. 
We have neglected to do good when it was in our power to do so. 
We, like believers of old, have pulled down your altars
and erected idols crafted in our own image. 
We have turned our backs on the poor, 
choosing instead to criminalize poverty. 
We have ignored the cries of the motherless, the fatherless,
the widow and the widower
choosing instead to turn children and the elderly into the new poor. 
We have bankrupted the country with our greed and
consumed more than our share of the world's riches 
We have not dealt honorably with our enemies or our friends, 
and we have feigned a place in the company of the righteous. 
Forgive us, O God, for turning sackcloth and ashes into a fashion statement
by pursuing form without substance. 
Forgive us, O God, for the times we have neglected to provide our children
and our world an authentic example of Christianity. 
As we begin the journey of these 40 days
Wash us, O God and we shall be clean
Cleanse us, O Lord, and we shall be made whole. Amen. 
(Silence) 
Words of assurance: Hear the Good News.
The LORD, our God, is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love (Joel 2:13). 
God hears the earnest cries of the repentant and forgives our sins. 

