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“A Broken Spirit” — Mar. 5, 2017
Joel 2:1–2, 12–17

Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy mountain!
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming, it is near. . . .
12 Yet even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart,
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;
    13rend your hearts and not your clothing.
Return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and merciful,
slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing. 
14 Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind him?
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly;
    16 gather the people. Sanctify the congregation; assemble the aged;
gather the children, even infants at the breast. . . .
17 Let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep.
Let them say, “Spare your people, O Lord, and do not make your heritage a mockery, a byword among the nations.” 


Ps 51:1–2, 6–7, 10, 12, 16–17
1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love. . . .
2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. . . .
6 You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 
7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. . . .
10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. . . .

12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit. . . .
16 For you have no delight in sacrifice;
if I were to give a burnt-offering, you would not be pleased.
17 The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit.


A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.

These are readings that are traditional at the beginning of Lent. Lent is a season of repentance, prayer, and reflection on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. In times past, it was common to fast during Lent. In ancient Israel, it was also common to engage in periods of fasting.

Joel lived in a period when Judah was very weak. It was after the return from the Babylonian Exile. The country was under-populated and in bad shape economically. He starts with the “day of the Lord”—usually a frightening concept, but Joel makes it a day of repentance, and urges people to turn to God with wholehearted honesty. 

Notice that the prophet assumes the people know that they need to return to God. He doesn’t even feel the need to argue it, only to reassure them that God will welcome them back. He wants the priests to get serious about this national repentance. He is calling for the whole community to share an experience of repentance and return. And the community seems to be aware of their need to rededicate themselves to their God. Joel is speaking to a desire that is present, to get right with God.

They have returned from exile in Babylon, and it’s a time for a new beginning—for the nation and for the individual. Lent is a time for a new beginning for Christians, a time to get right with God, a time to recognize that our way may be difficult and our growth might be slow, but that it is worth the effort, for God is with us. And the season ends with Easter, the Resurrection. But first comes a time for repentance and prayer.

Joel calls for real repentance, not just ritual fasting. “Rend your hearts and not your clothing,” as they were wont to do in a public display of religiosity (2:13). The fasting ritual was very demonstrative. It could involve beating one’s breast and rubbing one’s head in ashes, but Joel is saying that such external behaviors can be hypocritical. We Protestants today don’t engage in as much external display of piety as people did in those days. Because of the teachings of Jesus, we have been made more aware of hypocrisy. But has human nature really changed? I don’t think so. I think we have the same tendencies or temptation toward hypocrisy, the same inclination to try to convince God how sincere we are, so as to persuade God to give us what we want. We hide from ourselves that we are doing this. Maybe we get mad at God when it doesn’t work, when he doesn’t solve the problems we are facing. We figure we’ve stayed sober, we’ve gone to church; we’ve said our prayers; why doesn’t God remove that difficult person from our lives, or solve that issue with the bank, or help me succeed in my endeavors? When we think that way, we are trying to manipulate God.

That tendency and the temptation toward hypocrisy come from our wrong idea of God, really seeing God as a human parent who can be flattered, buttered-up, and manipulated. It’s an unconscious idea, mostly. 

And when we outgrow it, we see how ridiculous is any attempt to manipulate God. But God is not a stern dictator either. He is a loving and kindly Father, Jesus taught, and not an insecure father who is worried about whether he’s getting enough respect. That’s a wrong idea of God . . . and it’s a poor idea of human leadership, too. 

God forgives us for our little hypocrisies, even our anger at God. We do not need to beat ourselves up about them, but we should become aware of these bad habits, so they don’t become settled habits, leading to evil or foolish behaviors. And we need to recognize our bad habits so that our whole religion is not secretly structured around self-interest or self-importance.

Now I have a little light relief from all this heavy preaching. I want to share a story told by Amy Grant, the recording star, about when she and some band members were on a beach in Florida once. Some young people came up and hesitantly asked, “would you mind a picture?” Amy said, “sure, no problem,” and she and her fellow band members lined up and smiled. Then one of the young folks said, “no, actually, we were wondering if you could take a picture of us.” This humbling experience taught Amy a lesson: don’t assume that anything is about you or your importance. There’s a great big world out there with lots of other centers of interest.

Now let’s look at Psalm 51. Why was IT chosen as a Lenten reading? I think it is because of the author’s sincere request for being made right with God. Psalm 51 is one of the most heartfelt and spiritual-minded of the psalms. The author knows that God wants “truth in the inward being,” and asks to be taught “wisdom in my secret heart” (51:6). Even better, he asks for a clean heart and a new and right spirit (v. 10). The secret heart is one alone with God. There are only two people in all existence in that place, you and God. Since we are focused on the number two, what are two things that you could do for Lent? Two things: you could decide that there is one thing you could do better, and there is one thing that would prepare your heart for the season, culminating in Easter.

But I’m not done with this psalm yet. I think it is the perfect prayer for spiritual reform. But it is not somber; the author asks to have the joy of salvation restored (v. 12), which means that joy is the normal and usual state of one who is aware of being saved.

“And sustain in me a willing spirit” (v. 12), he says. What a great attitude! I think God has already placed a willing spirit in someone who can ask for it so sincerely. That’s the right attitude for rebuilding the self. You go in knowing that it will not be easy or quick, but if the goal is spiritual growth, you are certain to have success.

All God wants is this wholehearted request for spiritual change. The psalmist says God does not need a ritual offering at all. “If I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit, a broken and contrite heart” (51:16–17). A broken spirit functions as a sacrifice, which makes the literal sacrifice unnecessary. “A broken spirit” means an open and receptive heart. God wants a genuinely receptive heart, not a showy ritual. God wants truth, not bluster. 

Someone who has the joy of salvation, who has a willing spirit, who has a clean heart, is not going to be secretly angry at God. But if you are angry, it is best to be honest about it, and to pray about that anger. Share that, and share everything, with God. Whatever your burden, your challenge, God is willing to help you bear it, and maybe even to import into your life a little joy of salvation.

This is a very Jesus-like psalm, I think, because the author shares everything with God, and prays only for spiritual qualities, not for success or ease or power. Pray for a clean heart! Pray for honest joy and inward truth. And if you are brokenhearted, give thanks! That opens the portals for God to come in. You’re assured of eventual success if you and God work together. No one and nothing can stop your spiritual growth when you make this pledge in your secret heart.


