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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 
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GO AND SIN NO MORE 

Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21 
 

 It was the 1950s and like so many families of that era, my Mother along with my older 

brother, Ron, and younger sister, Marilyn, attended church every Sunday.  During worship, Mom 

sang soprano in the choir and Ron served as an usher.  Being the youngest, Marilyn spend most 

of the hour scribbling on the bulletin and eating cherry lifesavers that my grandmother always 

kept in her purse.  Being the middle child, I was expected to behave which including listening to 

the pastor’s sermons. 

 

 Thinking back, I don’t recall much of what Rev. Atwell said.  He was an older gentleman 

who had led my church, the College Hill Presbyterian Church, in Beaver Falls, PA, for many 

years.  He was well respected and admired by the members. 

 

 The one thing that does sticks in my mind was that Rev. Atwell’s sermons seem to have 

one common theme—sin.  Week in and week out, he described what sin was and how we were 

all sinners.  While there was a never an altar call, just not a thing Presbyterians do, Rev. Atwell 

would remind us over and over again that Jesus called us to repent of our sins and be forgiven. 

 

 To a young child, all this talk of sin was confusing.  I thought that I was trying to be a 

good girl and obey my mother and my teacher.  I didn’t hit my sister (although I was often 

tempted) nor did I “touch” my brother’s stuff.  I did my chores and hardly got in any trouble.  So 

what did I do to make me a sinner?  And why did Rev. Atwell keep talking about sin.  I didn’t 

understand. 

 

 Sin.  Now there’s a popular topic for discussion.  Sin, let me count the ways.  We 

Christians don’t like to talk about sin, well, at least not our own.  However we are quick to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  “He is so full of himself.  If he would just quit thinking 

about himself and start caring about his family, they would all be better off.”  The sin of 

arrogance.  “Did you notice she is always complaining about what her sister has and wishing that 

she could, just for once, have something nicer?”  The sin of envy.   

 

 Isn’t sin what Jesus was talking about in tonight’s scripture lesson?  He is well aware of 

the sinful nature of us human beings.  He knows we fall short in following God’s 

commandments.  He knows we can be lazy and disrespectful.  He knows that we are selfish and 

fail to love each other.  And our list of sins seems to go on and on. 

 

In spite of ourselves, Jesus loves us.  No matter what we do or say or don’t do or say, 

Jesus loves us.  What’s more, Jesus forgives us through His death on the cross and His 

resurrection.  Through His never ending love, we sinful humans are blessed with the gift of 

eternal life. 

 

Because Jesus understands our shortcoming and wants to show us the way, Jesus 

addresses the topic of sin head on.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus cautions us about piety, about 

acting as if we are better than others in how we give, in how we pray and in how we live day in 

and day out.   
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For example, in Matthew 6:6 Jesus instructs us about praying.  He says, “But whenever 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  Here Jesus is speaking words of loving advice 

and guidance to all of us. 

 

 Jesus words in Matthew’s text are a call for a sober examination of our lives so that we 

might live more fully in the abundant life of Christ.  The Lenten season, those forty days before 

Easter, is a time of prayer, fasting, reflection and repentance.   

 

In some faith traditions, we hear people speak about “giving something up” for Lent, like 

chocolate or Facebook.  Lent isn’t about self-sacrifice.  I believe Lent is about self-discipline in 

our own lives so that new life in Christ can emerge.  Sometimes that means dying to what is dead 

inside us so that there is room for the vigor of new life to blossom forth. 

 

 Today we have arrived at Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent.  Tonight we join Jesus 

on his journey to the cross that marks his suffering and death so that our sins might be forgiven.  

Because we know how this story ends, we know Christ’s tomb is empty for he has risen and we 

are saved not because of anything we have done.  But by God’s grace alone, salvation is ours. 

 

Friends, in the distance, we sense the glory of Holy Week.  We will celebrate Palm 

Sunday when Jesus was joyfully welcomed into Jerusalem on a donkey.  There he shared his last 

supper with his disciples on Maundy Thursday in the upper room.  We will experience the 

darkness of Good Friday when Jesus, his tortured body hanging on the cross, breathed his last.  

Finally, our eyes will be opened to the brightness of the “son rise” on Easter morning and 

proclaim, “Jesus is risen.  He has risen indeed.”  All by the grace and mercy of God.   

 

 Modern day theologian, the late Dr. Marcus Borg, writes, “Lent is about mortality and 

transformation.”  The Lenten journey is about participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  

It means dying to an old way of being.  It means being born into a new way of being, a way of 

being centered once again in God. 

 

 In practical terms, this path of death and resurrection, of re-centering on God, may mean 

for some of us that we need to die to very specific things in our lives.  Maybe we need to die: 

• to a career or job that no longer nourishes us but instead has become a distraction or even 

a burden; 

• to a behavior that has become destructive or dysfunctional, like an addiction to alcohol or 

drugs or gambling or pornography; 

• to a relationship that has gone bad and needs to end; 

• to an unresolved grief that needs to be let go of, like the death of a loved one or the loss 

of a unattainable dream. 

 

Congregationalists, like other Christians, do not enter this period of fasting and praying to 

attract God’s attention.  It is surely not a time for shining the spotlight of arrogance and self-

importance on ourselves.  Lent is a time to pause and look inward.  Lent is a time for serious 
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self-examination.  Lent offers each of us an opportunity to consider how we have turned away 

from God and are in need of His “recreating” love. 

 

When we receive the sign of the cross on our foreheads, we are called to focus our attention 

on who we really are.  The mark of the cross upon the forehead, like the mark of Cain in Genesis 

4, is God’s mark of grace upon us that we might not die even though we are obvious sinners.  

Indeed, the sign of the cross, spiritually branded upon us at our baptism, marks us as God’s own 

beloved.  The sign of the cross seals us against the deadly power of sin.   

 

Friends, Ash Wednesday and the entire season of Lent offer a time to focus our attention on 

the mystery at the heart of the Christian life:  that through death, the death of Jesus Christ, we 

have entered new life.  Just as we are marked with the sign of the cross at our baptism, we are 

tonight marked by the cross of Christ as we remember our birth to new life through Him.   

 

 In a few moments, you will be invited to come forward and be marked with the sign of 

the cross with ashes.  While this may be an unfamiliar practice for some, the sign of the cross 

dates back centuries and has always been a part of the Christian tradition.  Adults and children 

are encouraged to receive this blessing but know that it is your choice as to participate or not.   

 

Through the grace of Christ, we are destined ultimately for life, not death.  The words 

during the imposition of ashes remind us of our mortality “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return,” they are uttered simultaneously with the sign of the cross to remind us of 

our baptism into Christ’s mortal death and his gift of life eternal. 

 


