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March 1, 2017, Ash Wednesday 

Click here to view the readings (we chose Joel for OT and expanded 2 Corinthians back to 5:18). 

Focus: Jesus reconciles us to God and to one another.   

This past week, I watched a video from PBS’s Independent Lens series.  It was about a man 

named Daryl Davis.  Daryl Davis has two vocations.  His first is that he plays keyboard in a rock 

band.  The second is that he is a racial reconciliation activist.  Now there are a couple surprising 

things about Davis’s activisim.  The first is that his activism is meeting with members and 

leaders of the Ku Klux Klan and simply having conversation with them.  Some of the 

conversations are recorded, and while he pushes back occasionally, what is surprising is how 

much he lets them speak their minds.  This is made all the more surprising by the second oddity 

about Daryl Davis’s activism: Davis is a middle-aged black man.   

I said the video is controversial.  Well maybe the most obvious thing is it’s controversial to sit 

down and talk to someone who wants you and your family either dead or out of the country.  But 

the other controversial thing is some ask whether Davis’s work has been in vain. 

He would say it has not.  Since 1990, he can point to dozens of people he proudly calls “friends,” 

who have left the KKK and renounced their past as a result of his conversations with them.  

Others say it’s been a failure and find the entire idea off-base.  They point out that with the 

massive amounts of racism at every level of this country, a couple dozen former Klansmen is a 

drop in the well and lets white America off the hook for larger conversations that need to happen.  

Some of the most interesting scenes of the film are his conversations with members of the Black 

Lives Matter movement and the Southern Poverty Law Center who are strong anti-racism 

advocates but have sometimes 180 degree differences with Daryl Davis’s particular 

understanding of reconciliation. 

Reconciliation is hard work.  What Davis and his detractors all understand is that reconciliation 

is more than pretending that history didn’t happen or agreeing to disagree or moving on.  Where 

I agree most with Davis is that in order for reconciliation to happen, we need to talk not about 

each other or over each other, but to each other.  As Davis says, “if two enemies are talking, they 

aren’t fighting.”  But reconciliation goes beyond conversation.  Reconciliation involves calling a 

sin what it is and trying to fix it.  Reconciliation requires accountability and repentance.   

The season of Lent is all about reconciliation.  In our letter today to the Corinthians, Paul is 

writing to a deeply divided community.  For those of you at Resurrection or sharing the RCL, 

you may remember the reading about a month ago where Paul speaks in his first letter to the 

Corinthians about the divisions of the church saying, “one says, ‘I belong to Apollos,’ another ‘I 

belong to Cephas,’ another ‘I belong to Paul,’ another, ‘I belong to Christ.’”  We don’t know 

exactly what the divisions that led people to pick the different leaders were.  We can try to piece 

together what we have from Paul, but we can’t say with certainty why folks in Corinth split 

apart.  All we can say is that they did, and they are deeply divided. 

What Paul understands is that if this community in Corinth is going to survive, they have to be 

reconciled to each other.  This is a message we have seen over and over again in the history of 
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our own churches.  How many times have we divided because we couldn’t tackle the hard work 

of reconciliation?  Frankly, it’s a lot easier to just claim, “I’m right, you’re wrong,” and go to uor 

corners.  That’s fine when people are spilling over the edge of the pews, but maybe not so fine 

when Christianity is struggling as it is in our day.  Whatever the case for us may be, Paul knew 

for a fact that the church in Corinth couldn’t survive divisions.  They simply had to get along.   

And so he said, “be reconciled to one another!” right?  Well, wrong, actually.  He didn’t say that.  

He said, “be reconciled to God.”  Now why would he say that?  That’s not the problem, is it?  

The problem is they can’t get along with each other, so why does Paul bring it back to God? 

I think it’s because Paul understands the depth of the problem.  The problem is not that a few 

Corinthian sects are fighting with each other.  The problem is that we are human.  And we are 

humans living under the rule of Sin and Death.  When we live as humans under the rule of Sin 

and Death, there’s a lot of me-talk.  I look for my own benefit.  I build up my own reputation.  I 

put myself first.  I make excuses for myself.  And my idea of justice is making sure I get what 

belongs to me. 

As long as we keep looking inward and doing the me-talk, that road leads only to Death.  At the 

practical level for Paul, it meant death for the community of the church in Corinth.  In our time, 

it means death of our relationships with others.  It means fighting one another and fearing one 

another and hating one another.  As Daryl Davis said, “how can they hate me if they don’t even 

know me?”  And yet, we hate ideas and people we don’t even know all the time, as one visit to a 

local restaurant or Facebook post will tell you.  That’s called Sin.  And as Christians, we know 

that ultimately the wages of sin is Death for us, too.   

“Be reconciled to God.”  That’s so easy that it’s free.  And so hard that it cost the death of the 

Son of God.  I said earlier that reconciliation requires conversation, honesty, accountability, and 

repentance.  But for any of that to happen, it requires something else: grace.  Pure, undeserved 

grace.   

Amazing grace.  Amazing grace like a middle-aged black man sitting down to talk to some 

Klansmen.  Amazing grace like Paul continuing to write to, pray for, and support a church that 

considers him an impostor and a false prophet.  Amazing grace like God coming down to us.  

God coming down to us even after we’ve broken every single one of his commandments more 

than we can count.  God coming down to us after we’ve replaced “Love the Lord your God and 

love your neighbor as yourself,” with “love yourself and look out for #1.”  God who knew no sin 

taking on all of our sin, not only all the sin from Adam and Eve through Israel’s history, but the 

untold atrocities committed since then and yet to come.  Claiming our sin as his own.  God 

staying down with us while we accuse him and mock him and torment him and put him to death 

on the cross.  And yet Jesus opens his arms and says, “I’m here with you,” “I call you friends,” 

and, “I love you.”  That is amazing grace. 

And that grace is open to us now, tonight.  Open to us for the hard work of reconciliation that 

follows.   



James E. Smith 
 

3 
 

If we spend this Lent learning what it means to be reconciled to God: If we spend this Lent in 

conversation with people who are different from us; if we spend this Lent asking some hard 

questions about who we are, what we’ve done, and what our society is; if we come to confession 

and forgiveness with a new sense of urgency this Sunday; if we repent not with sackcloth and 

ash, but with love toward God and goodwill toward all—if we go back into the world as 

listeners, truth-tellers, and peacemakers, this Lent will not have been in vain.  It will be the very 

appearing of the day of salvation among us.  Who knows?  Even now 2000 years later, we may 

still be ambassadors for Christ entrusted with the ministry of reconciliation.  And we pray with 

Paul that in Christ we might still become the righteousness of God.  Amen.  
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All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the 

ministry of reconciliation; 
19

that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 
20

So 

we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; 


