
Appropriately enough for Ash Wednesday, I have a confession to make. I'm not terribly 
British and... the proof of that is, in a great argument that took place hundreds of years ago, 
I side with a North African against a great British theologian.  
 
I hope that you might do the same. You might not do, in which case, we can have fisticuffs 
later. But not just me.  
 
You see, there were two main thinkers in the early church in the 5th century. And one of 
them said, “You can be perfect.” All you need to do is to try a bit harder. That's simply what 
is needed. And if you are perfect, if you try hard, God will reward you. And that is the British 
attitude. This was the British theologian.  
And the North African went, But I'm human. I know that I'm not perfect. I know that, 
actually, it's nothing to do with how hard I try. What I need is something beyond me. What I 
need is the grace of God.  
 
And very, very quickly, what you just had there is a summary of the argument between the 
British layman, Pelagius, and the North African bishop, Augustine. who inspired the people 
who built this place. So, if you have a problem with me not being very British, you have a 
problem with the whole of this place, and we can discuss that later.  
 
Being human is at the heart of our understanding of life. and actually, knowing that we get 
it wrong, is integral to understanding the wonderful and overwhelming grace of God that 
Jesus gives to us. And on Ash Wednesday, what we do is we are reminded that we are frail 
human beings.  
 
We will have put on our foreheads if we so choose. The sort of chemical nature of who we 
are, a combination of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and a few other things. Basically, what we 
are, frail, slightly mucky, and somehow integral to everything around us. And God says to 
each and every one of us, stop pretending. You don't need to pretend to me, says God, 
'because I know what you are like. I know what you're like when you're in secret, and I know 
what you're like when you're in public. And if you pretend when you're in public to be one 
thing, and then you're something else, when you're in private, all you are doing is fooling 
yourself, and forgetting who you are, and crucially forgetting who I call you to be.  
 
For God, when God made you and me, made us in the image and likeness of God. And yet, 
we also are frail human beings and get it wrong. And God says that I will take care of that. I 
will take care of that through my own being.  
Through Jesus, who will combine being human with being divine. Who will actually embody 
the very things that you are, the very things that I am, carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and a few 
other chemicals along the way, calcium and other such things.  
 
And I will embody that through the totality of life. From being within a mother's womb, to 
death. And not only to death, but to death, in a way that shows I know what the world is 



like, because it will be a death that is totally unjust. I will take the worst of what humanity 
is, and I will transform it at Easter.  
 
And as we enter Lent, we are reminded of our frailty and our need for the grace of God. And 
then we will journey through Lent to actually experience the total gift of God in Jesus. both 
on Good Friday and we pray on Easter Day.  
 
But this is not terribly British. Because the British theologian, Pelagius, said, but we can 
only have things that we deserve, and all we need to do is to try harder. And on Ash 
Wednesday, Augustine, and dare I say God Looks at us and says, ‘Actually, I love you 
because of who you are. And if you are British with that mentality, I love you, and I know 
what you really are, and what you really need. And what you really need is the transforming 
love of God. The abundant grace of God poured out on you, marking you out, not so that 
others can go, “Aren't you amazing?” But so that when you look at yourself in the mirror, or 
in the reflection of a window, you see yourself through God's eyes.’   
 
And God looks at you and says, ‘you are beautiful. You are wonderful. Because I made you, 
and I have redeemed you.  
 
And I have redeemed you by the cross, and through that, I can anoint you. I can anoint you 
both in the reality of who you are. The dust and ashes that you are that are marked in the 
ash. And I can anoint you with the chrism, that which makes you Christ like. in the ash that 
is also put upon you. And I will bring you to my heavenly home, where, whether you are 
British or whether you are any other identity, matters little.’  
 
For in God's eyes, we are all citizens of heaven. 
 


