Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Ash Wednesday, February 18, 2015
Joel 2:12-18; 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18, Psalm 51

We’re gathered in this beautiful, reflective space this evening because  today is Ash Wednesday. And today we begin the season of Lent – six … long … long … long … weeks … of … Lent. It’s very much still February. It’s still cold, and it’s still dark, and we’re still being battered by the dreaded “wintry mix” that Tom Tasselmyer seems to delight in talking about.
 In the midst of our winter doldrums, it’s easy to look out over the expanse of the next 40 days, and have those 40 days seem pretty endless. So maybe it would help if we gave a little thought to how our Church actually structures these 40 days of Lent. Forty days might be a little easier to swallow if we can remember that, liturgically & spiritually, the six weeks of Lent are really divided into two very distinct  parts. We start Part 1 tonight.
During the first 3 weeks of Lent, our Lectionary readings  are all about conversion, repentance, coming back to God -- shaping up if you will. Every Ash Wednesday, as Lent begins we hear the voice of God speaking through the prophet Joel, who tells us  Return to me with all your heart, fasting, weeping, mourning. Return to your God, who is gracious, merciful, always ready to forgive. In the Matthew’s Gospel, we hear Jesus encouraging us to engage in the traditional Lenten practices of fasting, prayer and almsgiving, but with a clear intention and a loving heart.   

It’s not Spring yet. But Spring is just around the corner – three weeks, to be exact – and  the first three weeks of Lent (this year, coincidentally enough, the last three weeks of winter …) are about cleaning up whatever trash & clutter that’s accumulated in the garden of our soul. In these last-days-of-Winter-looking-toward-Spring our internal lives mirror God’s external creation. New growth – both inside of us and in the creation all around us  – wants desperately  to appear in the Spring. But we first need to clear the garden for that new growth to appear. So Weeks 1 – 3 in Lent are when we hear loudest the invitation to conversion and repentance, and we work the hardest to stick with our Lenten disciplines and practices.
For a while, we are avid  in our efforts. But then it happens. I’d bet money that everyone in this room has fallen off the Lenten wagon at some time or other; and almost invariably it comes about in these first three weeks. We all enter into a kind of Spiritual 12-Step Recovery Program on Ash Wednesday. Our intentions are good, our faith is steadfast, and that’s all good. But somewhere in those first three weeks in Lent, it’s the rare person who doesn’t slip and fall. As our energy wanes, it’s not unusual to lose our focus on being on a conscious journey through the desert. It can be pretty disheartening to realize we can’t even hold onto our good intentions for  three weeks, let alone six! We fail and we fall and our sense of ourselves take a predictable early-Lenten-blow.
But who knows? Maybe that’s not so bad. Maybe that fall from grace is what brings us to com-punction – that sense of our ego being punctured, our belief in our own rugged, individual holiness being shattered within us. Maybe our small failures remind us that we can’t save ourselves by ourselves. if we are going to continue our Lenten journey, we will need the support of our relationship with God … with Jesus … and with each other We will need a good bit more interdependence with others, and whole lot more dependence on God. All of which, of course, are the focus of the readings and prayers we’ll pray during those last three weeks in Lent.

But we have to get there first! So for now, we stand at the threshold of our Lenten journey. Let’s hear the prophet Joel’s words this evening, inviting us to be in relationship with God – not in some formulaic, regimented, legalistic way … not by shaving our heads or rending our garments … but in a real way – by being willing to  take the risk of rending or breaking our hearts open to the love of God. In our reading this evening, listen to the prophet Joel as he tells us Don’t live only by the Temple rules. Go beyond the mere requirements. Return to God with all your hearts, and you will be blessed.

Let’s also hear the message Jesus shares with us on Ash Wednesday, as we start our Lenten journey. To make the point even more emphatically, let me read the Gospel again – but from The Message, the Bible translated in contemporary English. 

The World Is Not a Stage

 
1 "Be especially careful when you are trying to be good so that you don't make a performance out of it. It might be good theater, but the God who made you won't be applauding. 2-4"When you do something for someone else, don't call attention to yourself. You've seen them in action, I'm sure—'playactors' I call them— treating prayer meeting and street corner alike as a stage, acting compassionate as long as someone is watching, playing to the crowds. They get applause, true, but that's all they get. When you help someone out, don't think about how it looks. Just do it—quietly and unobtrusively. That is the way your God, who conceived you in love, working behind the scenes, helps you out. 

 5"And when you come before God, don't turn that into a theatrical production either. All these people making a regular show out of their prayers, hoping for stardom! Do you think God sits in a box seat? 

 6"Here's what I want you to do: Find a quiet, secluded place so you won't be tempted to role-play before God. Just be there as simply and honestly as you can manage. The focus will shift from you to God, and you will begin to sense his grace. 

 16-18"When you practice some appetite-denying discipline to better concentrate on God, don't make a production out of it. It might turn you into a small-time celebrity but it won't make you a saint. If you 'go into training' inwardly, act normal outwardly. Shampoo and comb your hair, brush your teeth, wash your face. God doesn't require attention-getting devices. He won't overlook what you are doing; he'll reward you well.

These are pretty powerful words! Jesus cautions us against play-acting in public. You may remember that we’ve spoken before about the Greek word hypokrites meaning actor … a hypocrite is one who is all about the show, all about the outward appearances, and not about the heart. And Jesus does not have kind words for hypocrisy! 

As we begin our Lenten journey this evening, Jesus says to us Don’t be an actor or a hypocrite.  Don’t do good things merely for show. Rend your heart, show God how broken you are, know that you are a beloved sinner, and let God permeate your being to heal and make you whole. 

Remember this evening that Lent is not intended to make us more virtuous, but rather to bring us to a deep understanding of our radical need for God, for Jesus, for the other. Coming out of Lent with more virtue would be a good thing; coming out with a strong sense of our connectedness with God, with Jesus and with each other would be spectacular!  
So start Lent this evening with your spirits high, your intentions pure, and your desire for conversion burning within you. We’re all gathered here this evening because we’re about to begin six weeks of Lenten practices. Don’t let those practices  be done for show. Don’t do them thoughtlessly. Be discerning in your practices, and be sure they  strengthen your spirits, give you life, and help you to know yourself and  God more deeply. 
For  three weeks we’ll all try real hard. For another three weeks, we’ll all learn to depend more on God and less on ourselves, as we keep on trying, but with a great deal more humility, I suspect. Then, at last, there will be resurrection … we will all come out of the desert and out of the tomb and into new growth, new life, God’s grace alive in Jesus and in us. And that will make every minute of these six weeks worthwhile!

