It is so important to come clean. For yourself and for the people around you. The movie Running on Empty, which picked up a couple of Academy Award nominations in 1988, tells the story of a couple who bombed a napalm lab in California. The bomb blast accidentally left one person blind. Ever since and now raising a family, the couple is on the run from the FBI, frequently changing their identities and their residences. The story focuses on Danny, their oldest son, and on the difficulties he and his family face when he approaches adulthood. He is torn between staying with his fugitive parents and pursuing a career in music.

Sin is not just between you and God. Sin has social dimensions, reaching out and wrapping itself around relationships with children, relatives, friends, and neighbors. The only way to get untangled is through repentance and confession; by coming clean with God and with the community. If you don’t come clean, you will always be a fugitive fool. And no one can hide from God for long.

Howard Mechanic lived a bizarre life during his 30 years on the lam. He married a woman in 1980, and together they had a son. When asked which last name they should give their child, hers or his, Mechanic said the child should take her name. This perplexed his wife since she knew nothing about Mechanic’s real identity. It was only later, after they divorced, that she realized his fake name "Gary Tredway" meant nothing good to him. Then, Mechanic fell in love with a woman who was a left-thinking, nonsmoking, vegetarian social activist, and the two became a couple. She loved everything about Tredway from the start, except for one thing: His name. She recalls that she phoned a friend after the two first met and said, "I really don't like the name Gary." If only she knew!
The tangles get tighter and tighter as a fugitive is forced to live a lie. When Tredway decided to run for city council, a newspaper reporter asked, "Tell me about your family. Where did you grow up?" Tredway said he was an orphan, adding that he did not want to talk about it. "Tell me three stories, then, about your life," the reporter probed. Tredway, now sweating through his shirt, told only one, about a business trip to China. A few days later, he broke down and confessed, "I'm not who you think I am. I'm not Gary Tredway."

At this moment of confession, a fugitive begins to break free. As the word of truth is spoken, the many tangles of long-lived lies and tortured logic begin to fall away. When a sinner makes a sacrifice acceptable to God, a broken spirit, and a contrite heart (v. 17), then the process of divine blotting and washing and cleansing and purging gets underway. This regenerative process leads quickly and completely to a clean heart and the right spirit.

But nothing can happen without the truth. No cleansing can occur unless you put aside your fugitive foolishness and confess the truth about your life. No inner wisdom or joy or gladness can be experienced until you admit that you need forgiveness. You've got to say, "I'm not who you think I am. I'm really a sinner." The good news is that you won't be busted by God; you will be forgiven.

God is not a lawman, looking to slap the cuffs on us. While the FBI wants to lock criminals up, God desires to set sinners free. God is not out to bust us, but instead to blot out our transgressions, to wash us thoroughly from our iniquity, and to cleanse us from our sin (vv. 1-2). God wants us free of all sinful entanglements and life-sapping lies, so that we can enjoy the liberty and honesty and joy of life as a child of God.

At a solemn service of penance in St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, Pope John Paul II made history on March 12, 2000, by begging pardon from God for the sins committed by members of his church over the past 2,000 years, especially those that caused divisions among Christians. At the same time, the pope reaffirmed the sanctity of "Mother Church." The document on which the confession is based stresses that while the church always remains holy, its members can make mistakes.

Pope John Paul "humbly" asked forgiveness of God for the errors committed by the church's members. Before scores of bishops and cardinals, he said during his homily: "We cannot not recognize the betrayal of the gospel committed by some of our brothers, especially in the second millennium. We beg forgiveness for our guilt as Christians for the sins of the present. Faced with atheism, religious apathy, secularism, relativism, violations of the right to life, indifference toward the poverty endured by many nations, we can only ask what are our responsibilities."

Ash Wednesday is a good time to take stock of ourselves; and to say to the Lord God, "I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence" (vv. 3-4). God knows exactly what you've done, even after years of running and hiding. But God's not interested in punishing you. No, God wants only to free you up. Free you through forgiveness.


Save us, O God:  
From the blindness, which is not even aware that it is sinning;
From the pride, which cannot admit that it is wrong;
From the self-will, which can see nothing but its own way;
From the self-righteousness, which can see no flaw within itself;
From the callousness, which has sinned so often that it has ceased to care;
From the defiance, which is not even sorry for its sins;
From the evasion, which always puts the blame on someone or something else;
From the heart so hardened, that it cannot repent.

Give us at all times:
   Eyes which are open to our faults;
   A conscience which is sensitive and quick to warn;
   A heart that cannot sin in peace, but is moved to regret and remorse.

So grant that being truly penitent we may be truly forgiven,
so that we may find that your love is great enough
to cover all of his sin; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
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In 1970, a court convicted Howard Mechanic for antiwar activities. Mechanic then spent 30 years in hiding. Calling himself "Gary Tredway," he lived a quiet life in the classy and conservative town of Scottsdale, Arizona. Then, in a serious lapse of judgment, Tredway decided to make a run for city council. When a local reporter came asking questions for a candidate profile, Mechanic told her his secrets, and then asked her not to tell anyone else. Not too bright. Mechanic thought that after 30 years he was safe. Mechanic even forgot how to spell his real middle name. He hoped the government wouldn't care about him anymore. Now he's doing time in the federal lockup.

Mechanic is not the only fugitive to surface in recent years: Abbie Hoffman, one of the Chicago Seven, surrendered after six years of posing as an environmentalist named Barry Freed. Black Panther accomplice Katherine Ann Power turned up as a restaurateur named Alice Metzinger. Symbionese Liberation Army member Kathleen Soliah surfaced as a doctor's wife named Sara Jane Olsen. Bernadine Dohrn, a leader in the militant Weather Underground, emerged from nowhere after a decade underground. They didn’t believe anyone would still remember them. But people did. Now they’re busted. 

It's as if no one knows how to be a fugitive anymore! Again and again, people fail in their attempts to completely discard one life and dress themselves in another. Maybe such fugitives secretly hope that their sins will surface, so they pull a self-destructive move like telling their story to a reporter. Or perhaps they find it impossible to live a life without a past, so they let their current identities link up with their former selves. Fugitives may hope that after 10, 20, or 30 years, people won't care anymore. But people do. And so does God.

King David is not interested in being one of these fugitive fools. He longed to come clean with God. "I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me," he writes (51:3). Our sin is ever before us, whether it is the lobbing of a cherry bomb at firefighters (Howard Mechanic's crime) or losing of one's temper with a friend, or cheating on a spouse, or fudging our taxes, or transgressing a speed limit. Sin is sin, and it won’t go away even if we take it underground. David knew this, and in our text, he turns himself in and comes clean before God. "Create in me a clean heart," he prays, "and put a new and right spirit within me" (v. 10).

