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Text: 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10


We entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.


As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of God in vain. For he says,


“At an acceptable time I have listened to you,�and on a day of salvation I have helped you.”


See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry, but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything.	—2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10 (nrsv)


One of the blessings of a vacation for me is having the opportunity to catch up on some delayed reading. A friend of mine who has a similar taste in books, recommended one to me recently, and so I picked up a copy while Tina and I were in Florida recently and began reading it. Within a few pages I was “hooked,” and I recommend it to you highly if you’ve not had a chance to read it yet. I know this recommendation will certainly not carry with it the authority of one from Oprah Winfrey. But since I believe it was the second-best-selling work of fiction in 2005, I don’t think it needs much more endorsement.


The Kite Runner, a first novel by Khaled Hosseini, who emigrated to the United States in the 1980s, is a remarkable story focused around the relationships between two boys/young men, Amir and Hassan, and their families in his native Afghanistan in the final decades of the 20th century…and continuing in America, at least for Amir and his father. It is a story of brokenness and healing, of alienation and reconciliation, of betrayal and guilt and the subsequent search for forgiveness and redemption. It is at times a painful story, at other times joy-filled. But it never failed to touch my emotions deeply.


It seems to me that the quest for redemption is at the heart of The Kite Runner, especially for Amir. He is seeking not only acceptance from his austere and at times emotionally aloof father, but release from the burdens of guilt he carries for several acts of betrayal against his beloved childhood friend, Hassan. He engages in a series of good-faith efforts to redeem himself, all of which lead to further frustration. Amir turns to God (Allah), although he is not fully convinced of God’s (Allah’s) existence, but even there he refuses to release the burdens of guilt and allow God’s (Allah’s) divine forgiveness to establish a new relationship with God (Allah) or with others. I found myself aching for Amir as he engaged in this torturous, guilt-laden course of self-hatred. Thankfully, through a series of profound discoveries and unanticipated events Amir finally emerges at the end of the story with a much clearer understanding of himself, and of his relationship with both God (Allah) and those he loves. I won’t spoil the story by spilling the beans about the ending…you can read it for yourselves.


What struck me about The Kite Runner, and why I chose specifically to share what I have about it with you this evening, are the powerful themes of guilt, reconciliation and redemption that run throughout the book. As we enter this holy, penitential season of Lent, those are central themes for us. And I suspect for many of us, we see the forty days of Lent as an opportunity to “work out” our own reconciliation and redemption with God and others. Like Amir, we may be carrying some burdens of guilt into these holy days…sins of commission or omission…that threaten to distance us from a full relationship with God and with others. And, like Amir, we may be seeking ways to atone for these through specific acts of goodness or of sacrificial self-denial which we believe might win us a favorable “review” from the Holy One. But, like Amir, we will inevitably find ourselves disappointed and frustrated in that effort.


We entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God, Paul writes to the Corinthian congregation. One of the commentators on this passage I consulted recently reminded me that the verb is passive: be reconciled to God. It is not that we must reconcile ourselves to God—as would be the case with the Greeks or Romans of Paul’s time with respect to their gods. Rather, we are to be reconciled, that is, to accept what God has already achieved. In fact, to mix our seasons a bit, we declare this each Christmas when we sing the well-known lines by Charles Wesley: “Hark! The herald angels sing, ‘Glory to the newborn king, / Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled!’” And what we recount in song Paul proclaims in earnest. For all that remains for humankind to do is to receive what God has accomplished through Christ.�


Through Christ’s self-giving, sacrificial death on the cross we have been given a new way to look at life…the way Jesus said God looks at it. God has done something to enable everyone to “come home,” to be reconciled…to be made whole again. The apostle Paul also says it this way: “In Christ, God was reconciling us to himself, not counting our trespasses against us…”�


Gathered together tonight, at the beginning of our Lenten journey, we share a common experience, a shared moment of faith. We are brothers and sisters sharing a moment, reminding each other of our fallenness, of our mortality, and that through the cross of Jesus, that we are ultimately, God’s property. The cross formed with ashes on our hands or foreheads tonight is a visual way of saying that, “It’s me, It’s me, O Lord, Standing in the Need of Prayer.”


In a few moments, we will share the powerful words of Psalm 51 as our act of confession. I appreciate this Psalm from David because it is honest. Gut level honest. No beating around the bush. No gentle segues that lead us to the discovery that in some small way we might be sinners. Just gut level honesty. If we want to enter into conversation with Psalm 51…and with God…we must also be honest. Honest to ourselves. Honest to God. So Psalm 51 keeps our halos ajar, tilted downward toward the earth. Listen to it, because it has our name on it. Behind all of our brokenness is the belief that sin poisons our soul from within and leads to its complete destruction. Sin is chaos that mars and destroys God image within us—our soul.� How is it with your soul this night? Is it well with your soul?


Psalm 51 and the ashes of Ash Wednesday remind us not only that we are sinners, that we are from and return to dust, but that we are God’s property. God is the healer who begins to change us from the inside when any sick soul cries out for help. The Gospel doesn’t guarantee our physical well-being, or slow the aging process, but it does something much more. Our confessions and God’s forgiveness begins the healing process in our souls. Ashes in the form of the cross remind us that we are God’s property. So in these days of Lent, take a piece of Psalm 51—say the part where the psalmist says, “Create in me a clean heart, O God.” And pray those words again and again. Make it a soaking prayer that permeates your being. Then begin to walk in newness of life that has begun as you are being reconciled to God.�


‘Twas battered and scarred, and the auctioneer�Thought it scarcely worth his while�To waste time on the old violin,�But he held it up with a smile.


“What am I bid, good friends?” he cried.�“Who’ll start the bidding for me?�One dollar! Only one? And who’ll make it two?�Two dollars, once. And three?


“Three dollars, once. And three dollars, twice.�And going, and going…” But no…�From the back of the room a gray-haired man�Came forward and picked up the bow.


And wiping the dust from the old violin,�And tightening the loosened strings,�He played a melody pure and sweet�As caroling angels sing.


The music ceased, and the auctioneer�With a voice that was quiet and low,�Said, “What am I bid for the old violin?”�As he held it up with the bow.


“One thousand dollars, and who’ll make it two?�Two thousand dollars, and three.�Three thousand, once. And three thousand, twice.�And going, and going, and gone!” said he.


The people cheered, but some of them cried,�“We don’t quite understand�What changed its worth.” Swiftly came the reply,�“‘Twas the touch of the Master’s hand.”


And many a [one] with life out of tune�And battered and scarred with sin,�Is auctioned cheap to the thoughtless crowd�Much like this old violin.


A mess of pottage, a glass of wine.�A game, and he travels on.�He’s going once, and going twice.�And going, and almost gone.


But the Master comes, and the thoughtless crowd�Never can quite understand�The worth of a soul, and the change that is wrought,�By the touch of the Master’s hand.�


May your penitential Lenten journey with the disciplines of prayer, meditation and reflection upon Scripture, worship and fasting, service and self-giving, ultimately remind you of the worth of your soul, and the change that can be wrought by the touch of the Master’s hand. Know that we are loved beyond belief by a God who wants to be reconciled with us. And may it be well with your heart and soul.


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Eternal God, we ask by the power of your Spirit that all that keeps us from you would be revealed to us this day. We seek forgiveness for any and all sin, pride and impurity in our lives. We relinquish all at your atoning altar in preparation for the Lenten season before us. Cleanse our hearts, O Lord. Help us submit to holy refining fire so that we might become clean vessels through which your Spirit can work to redeem a lost world. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +


March 1, 2006	Be Reconciled to God	Page �








� From an online commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10 accessed on February 27, 2006, at http://www.desperatepreacher.com/sermonbuilder/mar03/ash_wednesday/b_ash.htm. 


� From an illustration on Places in the Heart by Fred R. Anderson in a sermon, “The mystery of being new: Can we go home again?” The Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, New York City, March 22, 1998. www.Mapc.com/1998c/lent04yc.htm. Accessed on February 27, 2006, at http://www.homiletics.net/subscriber/btl_display.asp?installment_id=3029.


� From a meditation on Psalm 51 by the Rev. Thomas Hall, Create in Me a Clean Heart, accessed on February 27, 2006, at http://www.desperatepreacher.com/sermonbuilder/sermon_builder/create_in_me_a_clean_heart.htm.


� Ibid.


� Myra Welch, The Touch of the Master’s Hand [Adapted], written in 1936. Received in a weekly letter from Morrow Memorial United Methodist Church in Maplewood, NJ.


� A Prayer for Lent from HomileticsOnline, accessed February 27, 2006, at (http://www.homiletics.net/subscriber/worship_resources_list.asp?item_type_id=255&imageField3.x=11&imageField3.y=11).








