Ash Wednesday Preach: 

There are two things that I will say at the beginning of this time together – the first is that I will at some stage use the words ‘sin’ and ‘sinfulness’ – as I understand these terms, they refer to those things in our lives that stop us from living as God would wish us to live, often things which stem from our desire to live selfishly, when we place ourselves before God and before other concerns. The second is that I’d also like to you to take a stone as they are passed around.

Let’s pray… 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

Please would you take your stone and hold it in your hand… and as you do so cast your mind back into the encounter which John has preserved for us in his gospel and which we have had read to us this evening, there is a gathering of accusers, an adulterous woman held against her will, and Jesus before them all… and these stones. 

Turn them over in your hand for a moment… Each stone is cold and unyielding… a reminder of the hard accusation which each bearer in our story carried, bringing cold judgement upon the woman. She has broken the law and they bring her and their anger and their indignation to Jesus… This woman has not only flouted the law, she has revealed a disrespect for the sanctity of marriage, and she has shown not only a lack of self-control, but a blatant disregard for God’s values. 

Imagine… Such righteous anger – the hot air is palpable with it…

Imagine… Such indignation – you can almost smell it’s acrid stench

It is easy to distance ourselves from these accusers – but let’s pause for a moment… haven’t we too felt their crossness… that righteous indignation?

A revelation about someone or something and we’re right there with these accusers… We exclaim to ourselves, to Jesus:

“How could they?

Surely they knew how foolish that action was…?

Couldn’t they see how what they did diminished what it is right and wrong, how that act betrays themselves, but also us, all that we hold dear…

Didn’t they listen to anything we taught them?” 

Such incredible foolishness…

Can you relate to that righteous anger? Like you could pick something up and throw it at them in sheer frustration – the accusation cold and hard on our tongues, cold and hard in our hands… 

And so, this indignation is brought to Jesus – surely He will be forced to agree… surely He will understand and accept our judgement on the situation. 

Jesus… who knows us all so very well; Jesus… who understands us more completely than we will ever really know ourselves. Jesus… who hears the accusations, yet answers the stony anger of the accusers with silence. 

Silence… 

And we will never know how long that silence was… Goodness… the frustration of waiting in a pool of self-justification. Perhaps even sensing the moment slipping away… until Jesus bends suddenly and you realise that He is writing in the sand… 

it’s distracting… 

is He not paying attention to our demand? 

Did he not hear the offensiveness of the situation or understand its gravity? Surely this desire for right and justice is good? 

Surely preserving the purity of truth - black and white - is a good thing? 

No matter what the cost? 

And then Jesus speaks… at last… 

"If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone..."

And it is as if he lifts a mirror to our faces… the stone, once a cold hard accusation against another, becomes a reminder of the accusation laid at my own heart… what right have I to accuse anyone? With clarity I see my own sin… and so does Jesus. I have a sudden revelation that the more and more times I pick up a stone to accuse others, the more my heart becomes like that stone – cold, hard and unyielding. Faced with Jesus, justice and compassion divinely combined, I see my own need to lay it down before him.

And so they did – each of them… one by one… laying their stones on the floor. And so we too are called to do likewise, because all of us have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God. 

And what of the woman? I wonder what, if anything, she knew of Jesus before that moment when she had been dragged before Him through the clouds of dust and sand… By all accounts he was a powerful teacher, a great healer, a good man – perhaps even more? If her accusers wanted to hurl their cold, hard, malignant accusations against her, how much more would this man? Surely he would scoop up the nearest available rock and be the first to cast judgement? He would be the bringer and instigator of her death… 

So when He dropped to his knees I shut my eyes, certain that His act would be the precursor to the pain of judgement. Of course I knew I’d done wrong, and of course I’d been foolish but now I would feel the full effects of my sinfulness. And then there was that silence… goodness knows how long it lasted. As I dared to slowly open my eyes, imagine my perplexity, my confusion to find Jesus still bent down… and instead of joining this world of accusation, he was set apart, writing on the ground. 

And then came those words, the question of stark unyielding truth…

"If any one of you is without sin..."

And slowly, the stones fell to the ground, and as each fell, I felt the weight that would have fallen on my body – the retribution that would most surely have come had Jesus not stood in the way. 

I now know what the true cost of sin is… and also what it will cost me to walk away from that way of living and begin again. But that cost is the cost of repentance, the cost of leaving behind those things that we know full well would bring Jesus to His knees for us, and which have already taken Him to the cross… 

For we have all fallen short of the Glory of God. We have all known the pain of both deserving as well as holding the cold, hard weight of accusation. 

Lent is our chance to lay it all down before Jesus – to experience the cost of letting go of our anger and self-righteous indignation against those who have upset, perhaps hurt and offended us, just as it is also the opportunity to know the cost to ourselves of letting go and turning from all that would stand in the way of living life with God at the centre; for we also remember all that it cost Jesus to allow that weight of condemnation and judgement to fall upon Himself so that we might be spared, to live again for Him. 

Let’s take a moment of quiet… 

… And as we take communion together later, continue to think on these things. May I encourage you, when you come up to the communion table, to leave your stones in the baskets, symbolically allowing them to fall at Jesus’ feet. And if you would like someone to pray with you about any of these or other things, then please grab me or Kelvin at the end of the service, it would be a privilege to pray with you. 

Amen.
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