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Joel 2:1-2, 12-17, Psalm 103, 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:10, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


I began my ministry at St. Margarets, an Episcopal Day School in San Juan Capistrano, California where I taught for sixteen years prior to entering seminary.  One of the delights of teaching there was that every day began with chapel.  It was always amazing to see 400 children at worship.  Unlike what you would expect, however, for many of the children who were students at St. Margarets, chapel was their only experience with the Christian religion. 


 One amusing yet poignant Ash Wednesday experience sticks in my memory.   Of course imposing ashes on 400 children is a logistical nightmare, but we began with the kindergartners.  Shortly after about half the class had been forward, there were whisperings in the pew and several of the students began to rub the ashes off their foreheads.   It seems that somehow in their five-year-old minds they thought that we were making the sign of the cross on their foreheads with human remains. 

You can be sure that on every Shrove Tuesday after that, we did a very careful explanation of from where the ashes had come.   We even took the palm crosses from the Palm Sunday of the year preceding and burned them so the students would know that the ashes on their foreheads on Ash Wednesday were from the palms of last year’s Palm Sunday.  


Today is Ash Wednesday and the beginning of the season of Lent. The message in the scriptures is to turn our hearts to God and be reconciled to God and one another.   Joel prophesies God’s message  in the Hebrew Scriptures, “Return to me with all your hearts.” And Paul writing to the alienated Corinthians reminds them, “We entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” 


As our Ash Wednesday liturgy will reminds us in a few minutes, Lent is a time of self-examination, repentance, and reflection on what it means to turn to God.    It is a time “To remember we are dust and to dust we shall return.”   It is a time to remember that we are saved by the grace of God and to examine our lives and see where we need to reconnect with God’s grace.


The prophet Joel goes on in today’s readings to remind us to “Rend your hearts, not your clothing.”  Another way of saying that might be “Get 

real with God!”  “Be genuine.”  In the Hebrew tradition, a sign of repentance was to tear one’s clothing or put on sack cloth and ashes to show that one was repenting from one’s sins.  Joel is talking to those  people who  would don the appropriate garments and outwardly pretend they were repentant but whose behavior would not change.   This Old Testament prophet is calling his hearers to change their hearts as well.  For in the Hebrew tradition,  the heart was the source of will and emotion thus to rend or tear one’s heart is to turn from corruption and evil and open one’s self to God’s grace and mercy.  


We all know people who are “Sunday only Christians.”   On Sunday they come to church and participate and the rest of the week they live their lives as though “Loving the Lord their God and their neighbor as themselves,” was as far from their ethics as the east is from the west. The prophet Joel calls us this Lent  to be genuine, to repent and turn from our sins into the grace and mercy of our Lord who is “gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.”


Jesus also discusses the need to be genuine in today’s Gospel passage from Matthew which is part of the Sermon on the Mount.   Those who do their good deeds in order to be seen by other people already have their reward.  But those who do their good acts for God’s sake and not to seek praise from others will receive their reward from the Father.  Jesus, like Joel, calls for actions that go beyond external requirements to stress an interior change of heart.


Jesus focuses on three traditional acts of Jewish religious obligation, almsgiving, fasting, and prayer.  The religious obligation to give to the poor was rooted in the tradition of the Torah.  But the point of giving alms, says our Lord, is to benefit the poor not to make a reputation for the almsgiver.  Thus, those who wish to honor God with their giving should do so quietly.


The same principle applies to prayer.  Prayers on the street corners or the TV evangelist who is out to make money may gain human recognition and reward, but prayer should be an expression of the desire to be in relation with God and not a means of impressing others.   


The third religious obligation was fasting .  Fasting was a part of the Jewish tradition as a means of showing humility before God.  Fasting was required on Yom Kippur for example, and a community could fast when faced with a disaster such as drought.  But the purpose of fasting was not to win the approval of others, but to remind us that all our needs, even those basic to physical life, are ultimately met by God. 


Ash Wednesday is a wake-up call.   Ash Wednesday hits us squarely between the eyes, forcing us to face mortality and sinfulness.  It is one religious day that probably won’t fall into the clutches of retailers for there aren’t any Hallmark cards celebrating sin and death.    On Ash Wednesday we come to church to kneel, to pray and to ask God’s forgiveness surrounded by other sinners.  It is not a contest to see who is biggest sinner but to confess.  



Consider this story entitled “Windshield Message From A Child.”  One rainy afternoon I was driving along one of the main streets of our town, taking those extra precautions necessary when the roads are wet and slick.  Suddenly my daughter, Aspen, spoke up from her relaxed position in her seat, “Dad, I’m thinking of something.”


The announcement usually meant she had been pondering some fact for a while, and was now ready to expound all that her six-year-old mind had discovered.  I was eager to hear.  “What are you thinking?” I asked.


“The rain,” she began, “is like sin, and the windshield wipers are like God wiping our sins away.”


After the chill bumps raced up my arms, I was able to respond, “That’s really good, Aspen.”


Then my curiosity broke in.  How far would this little girl take this revelation?  So I asked.. “Do you notice how the rain keeps on coming?  What does that tell you?”


Aspen didn’t hesitate one moment with her answer, “We keep on sinning, and God just keeps on forgiving us.”


I will always remember this whenever I turn my wipers on.


“Ash Wednesday,” says Margaret Jones, “ is the gateway to Lent.  We have forty precious days to open ourselves up most particularly to God, to examine ourselves in the presence of one who created us, knows, us and loves us.  We are dust and to dust we shall return but with God;’s grace we can learn to live this life more fully, embracing our sinfulness and allowing God to transform us.”


I invite you, therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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