Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Ash Wednesday, March 2, 2022
Joel 2:12-18; 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18, Psalm 51
It’s been more than thirty years since social scientists began to seriously explore the roots of motivation in human beings – looking to understand why we do what we do. One of the pioneers of motivation theory was a psychologist  named Carol Dweck. She suggested that people have two threads that run through their motivational core. Dr. Dweck proposed that in their motivations to act, human beings  behave EITHER because we want to do something right OR because we want others to see us do something right. 
This theory  came into social science circles around 1988. It’s still taught today. And it’s called the Theory of Mastery vs Performance Motivation. Why do we do the things we do? As human beings, we either operate out of a desire to be truly engaged in learning, growing, and becoming all we can be; in other words, we desire mastery in our lives. Or we want to have others notice us, approve of us, applaud us; in other words, we desire to perform well for others in our lives. As you might imagine, over the years, repeated studies have shown that those who are motivated more toward mastery achieve more long-term goals and have higher levels of personal satisfaction throughout their lives than those who are more strongly motivated by the goal of having others affirming their lives. But it’s important to note that we all have the potential for being motivated by Mastery or Performance. It’s just a matter of how much we roll with each one.  
You may ask what all this has to do with Ash Wednesday.  Well, as I was reading today’s Gospel, I was struck by the deep wisdom of Jesus. When you think about it, some 2000+ years ago, Jesus was teaching  what social psychology  just caught up, and that is that that flaunting  your charity, your almsgiving, your prayer, your piety  for the sake of others’ seeing it is the product of  Performance Motivation at its very worst. And Jesus says that focusing on ourselves and how we look to others gets us nowhere. It certainly doesn’t help our mental health. And it does nothing to connect us to the being God created each of us to be, interconnected with all creation.  
Look at all the times that Jesus commends us to secrecy in today’s Gospel, at least five or six. This is not  a secrecy that says we can never talk about  the good works we do. But it’s a secrecy that commands us to act for the love of God first and the approval of others second (if at all). It’s a secrecy that ensures we stay in the presence of God so as to deepen that relationship above all others. Prayer, almsgiving, fasting – these are all traditional Lenten practices. And while we  may update them to fit our more modern circumstances, Jesus still invites us to practice them for God – and not for the God of our childhoods, off in the distance somewhere, expecting us to perform. Jesus invites us to secrecy so that we might encounter  the incarnate God whom we can only see when we are in community with others. 
Jesus couches his teaching about secrecy in the language of hypocrisy – hypocrisy, related to a Greek word that means actor, a person engaged in performance.  And what is hypocrisy if not a role we play that dis-connects us from who we really are in favor of how we wish to be seen? This Ash Wednesday – as every Ash Wednesday -- the prophet Joel invites us to rend our hearts, not our garments. The invitation is to break our hearts open to the presence of the God within, not the external God whom we may be tempted to wear as a garment. Joel’s  invitation to the Israelites and Jesus’ invitation to us are really one and the same – come back to God with all your hearts, but do it sincerely. Do it because your being is an essential part of the Oneness of God. And if we ever let this reality sink into our consciousness, we shall be Love, as God is Love.  
I’d like to share a paragraph written by Joan Chittister on what we’ve been thinking about as we begin our Lenten journey …

Lent is about opening our hearts, one more time, to the call to prayer, liturgy and the co-creation of the world. It is about our rising to the full stature of human reflection, and as a result, accepting the challenge to become fully alive and fully human, rather than simply grossly, abysmally, self-centeredly human. 

It may well be that the Mardi Gras we celebrate the evening before Ash Wednesday recognizes the fact that Lent is meant to be about quiet reflection and slow turnings.  We let the good times roll on Fat Tuesday  anticipating  the metanoia we hope for in the quiet of the next few weeks. May this metanoia, this radical change of heart, start with the ashes we are about to bless and receive. With Paul’s words to the Corinthians ringing in our ears, Now is the acceptable time. Now is the day of salvation and with the psalmist’s prayer on our lips, God, create a clean heart in me; keep my spirit steady and willing …let us move toward blessing our ashes, and beginning our Lenten journey together.  AMEN.  
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