“The Most Uncomfortable Day of the Year”

Psalm 51: 1-17

A Meditation for Ash Wednesday

As most of you know, prior to coming to Cartersville, I was an associate pastor on the staff at Peachtree Presbyterian Church in Atlanta. I was the minister assigned the task of assimilating new members into the life of the church. It was the heyday of PPC’s growth. There were 800-1000 new members joining the church each year I was there. Assimilating that many was really an impossible task, but we did the best we could do.

 Each Sunday, we would receive new members and each Sunday I would be present in the new member class. One the questions I would always ask folks was:

“What is there in your experience of Peachtree that makes you feel as though this is the church you should join?”

 And the answer I most often received was… 

“…because I feel so comfortable here.”

 Now as a pastor in that big church, there was a part of me that was pleased to hear that. Most pastors want people to feel welcome, warmly received and at home in the churches they serve. However, over time, that answer to my question began to raise questions in my mind.

 “Are we making people too comfortable? Are we making Christianity too easy and too palatable here? Is that why so many want to join?”

 We do indeed live in a culture that puts a premium on comfort. And we do indeed want folks to feel comfortable in church. But where is the line where comfort ceases to be an ideal and becomes an idol?

 I was reflecting on the matter of comfort in our culture and in our church as Ash Wednesday began to draw near this year. And as I did, I got to thinking that in one sense, Ash Wednesday is perhaps the most counter-cultural day of the year for us in our setting. In a culture that values comfort, Ash Wednesday, counters with a message that says, there are times when you need to be uncomfortable. Ash Wednesday is the most uncomfortable day of the year.

One of the reasons is the because on Ash Wednesday we are forced to take a good hard look at our selves – to examine ourselves and face the reality that there are some things in our lives that we should not be comfortable with. 

 The Psalm we have read this evening is the tortured penitential prayer of David following his dual sins of adultery and murder, when he had the affair with Bathsheba and then plotted to have her husband Uriah murdered. 

David was like so many of us. In his affluence and position of power, He liked his comforts. That’s what put him in the position to be tempted in the first place. It says in 2 Samuel 11, verse 1:

 “In the spring of the year, the time when kings go out to battle, David sent Joab…but he remained in Jerusalem.”

 David remained in his place of comfort. And as the old adage declares, “idle hands are the devil’s workshop.” And David proceeded to fall prey to adultery and murder.

 But David received the gift of a friend who would not let him remain in his comfort but confronted him with that which he should never have been comfortable with. His friend was a prophet named Nathan, who pointed out to David his sin. And the result was the prayer we have read tonight.

 Yes, Ash Wednesday comes as a terrible gift to those of us who have gotten comfortable with ourselves – to remind us that there is something in each and every one of our lives with which we need to be uncomfortable; things we need to admit to God and say:

“I know my transgressions and my sin is ever before me. Against you, especially you, God have I sinned and done what it evil in your sight. Have mercy upon me according to your steadfast love.”

 Even the mighty, like David are called to discomfort with their sin; certainly you and I are called to that same discomfort. Tonight is a time for self-examination; to look deep inside ourselves and see where we need God’s cleansing and purifying grace in our lives, for none of us stands before God blameless this evening. And if hearing that makes us feel uncomfortable, that is good.

 But another reason Ash Wednesday is the most uncomfortable day of the year is because it rubs (almost literally) our own mortality in our faces. On this night we impose ashes. If you read the Bible you will notice numerous occasions where ashes are mentioned as an ancient ritual of mourning and acknowledgement of our mortality. I can’t think of any ritual act that we do in worship that is as disturbing as having ashes, in the form of the cross, smudged on the forehead while hearing the words we so often associate with mortality:

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return”

 I will never forget the totally eerie experience it was (and continues to be) for me to smudge the ashes on my child’s forehead and say to her those disturbing words. Indeed, it is the most uncomfortable act of ministry I think I have performed.

 But in the discomfort of having the ashes imposed on us and hearing the words reminiscent of those we hear at graveside committal services:

“Ashes to ashes and dust to dust.”

 In that discomfort we have the blessed reminder to value the preciousness of this moment. Ash Wednesday by slapping us in the face with our mortality reminds us to not let the moments slip away without doing what one needs to do; to not let the opportunities that are present right now to pass:

· The opportunity to say, “I love you.”

· The opportunity to say, “You are precious in God’s sight and in my life.”

· The opportunity to say “I’m sorry for what I did.”

· The opportunity to say, “I forgive you.”

· The opportunity to say “I want to change for the better” 

On this most uncomfortable day of the year, may you come to see yourself more clearly and may you come to see – really see – those opportunities before you in this very moment – opportunities that if you let pass may never come again.
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