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Today we begin to prepare ourselves to celebrate the great mystery of 

Easter.  

 

In our psalm this evening, we overhear David, a man familiar with 

brokenness, darkness and shame, call upon God to purge him that he might 

be clean. To wash him that he might be white as snow. To create in him a 

new heart. To make him hear joy and gladness again. To make the bones 

that God has broken rejoice. 

 

In a recent English service of the daily office, the reading of this psalm 

was accompanied by the words, ‘the sacrifice of God is a broken spirit,’ 

and with the prayer: ‘Take away, good Lord, the sin that corrupts us; give 

us the sorrow that heals, and the joy that praises.’ That, I think, is a good 

prayer for Lent. ‘Take away, good Lord, the sin that corrupts us; give us 

the sorrow that heals, and the joy that praises.’ 

 

Christian Wiman, an American poet and lecturer in literature and religion, 

knows something about the rejoicing of broken bones. Newly married, 

Wiman was diagnosed on his 39th birthday with incurable cancer. The 

poetry he has produced since that time is unsentimental and unflinching in 

its depiction of doubt and grief, but is also marked by transcendent and 

mysterious joy. Interviewed on ABC radio recently about his latest 

memoir, tellingly titled, ‘My Bright Abyss’, Wiman recited a poem in 

which we as the listener were invited to imagine ourselves watching, as if 

from a window, a flock of birds, taking off from a tree: 
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Incurable and unbelieving 

In any truth but the truth of grieving, 

I saw a tree inside a tree 

Rise kaleidoscopically 

As if the leaves had livelier ghosts. [Pause] 

I pressed my face as close 

To the pane as I could get 

To watch that fitful, fluent spirit 

That seemed a single being undefined 

Or countless beings of one mind 

Haul its strange cohesion 

Beyond the limits of my vision 

Over the house heavenwards. [Pause] 

Of course I knew those leaves were birds. 

Of course that old tree stood 

Exactly as it had and would 

(But why should it seem fuller now?) 

And though a man’s mind might endow 

Even a tree with some excess 

Of life to which a man seems witness, 

That life is not the life of men. 

And that - is where the joy came in.  
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This poem begins with the word ‘incurable’ and moves quickly to another 

word, ‘unbelieving’, a reference to Wiman’s own struggle with doubt and 

unbelief. He concludes, though, to his own surprise, and to ours, with the 

words ‘and that is where the joy came in’. The collection from which this 

poem comes, is called ‘Every riven thing’, a title that alludes to the 

difficulty of repentance, the difficulty of turning back to God. Such a 

turning is no safe or easy matter. Sometimes we need to be torn, split 

apart, before we can be put back together again—an idea we meet also in 

the psalm of David.  

 

Originally, though only fleetingly, the early church celebrated Lent not as 

a preparation for Easter, not a preparation for baptism, but as immediately 

following Epiphany, as the consequence of baptism. No sooner was Jesus 

baptised he was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, where he was 

tempted by the devil; tested deeply. Upon proving his obedience to God, 

his dependence upon God alone, the devil left him, and he was free to 

begin his public ministry. And so it is with us. Tempted, we are tested. 

Tested, we are prepared. Prepared, we begin our ministry, in dependence, 

and trust, in God alone. Of course we would like to avoid grief, but grief is 

no detour on our road to God. It is how we get there. Certainly life will 

make us wary. We don’t want to get burnt. But, out of the ashes, new life 

comes to us.  

 

There have been times in my life when I have been burnt. When I have 

struggled through doubt and despair. When I have prayed for the testing to 



	 5	

end. It was in the midst of one such time that a friend gave me a gift, a gift 

I wanted to share with you this evening, a gift that I have placed on the 

chair between the font and the table this evening, and which I invite you to 

see at some stage before you leave this evening. In the caption that 

originally accompanied this image, of new life from the ashes, the 

photographer explains: 

 

‘As I walked along the path, the grey tangle of apparently dead 

branches created a fence between the ocean and me. Then, shining 

like a small beacon, I came upon the new growth coming seemingly 

from dead wood. It is one of my favourite shots, reminding me that 

from seemingly the most desolate situations something bright and 

new can arise.’  

 

Like David before him, the Apostle Paul experienced first-hand the joyful 

paradox of life from death. We are saved, he says,  

 

‘Through great endurance, in affliction, hardship, calamity, sleepless 

nights, hunger; … 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 

sorrowful, yet always rejoicing.’ 

    

Today, as we begin our Lenten journey, our journey toward the great 

mystery of Easter, we remember the life and death of a man, who, having 
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tasted death, now lives beyond the grave. A man in whose death there is 

life; in whose suffering there is joy; in whose absence there is presence. A 

man who makes himself known to us in the breaking of the bread. 

 

The kingdom of heaven, in which neither moth nor rust consume, and in 

which thieves do not break in and steal, comes to us, in our experience of 

death, darkness, and despair. In these, the joy of heaven, the joy of our 

hearts, may be found. 

 

Out of the ashes, may the Lord be with you. 
	


