Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Ash Wednesday, March 5, 2014
Joel 2:12-18; 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18, Psalm 51


I feel pretty sure pretty that most of us here this evening have been coming to Mass on Ash Wednesday for many, many years. But I wonder if we’ve ever noticed that the readings for Ash Wednesday don’t go in 3-year cycles as our Sunday readings do? No, the readings for Ash Wednesday Eucharist are the same year in and year out. Year after year after year, as we begin our Lenten journey toward Easter, we hear the same message. So it’s probably safe to assume it’s a message that’s important for us to hear and take into our hearts as we begin this season of Lent.  


Part of the Ash Wednesday message comes from Jesus. Continuing his sermon on the mount that we’ve been hearing from the Gospel of Matthew the past few Sundays, this evening Jesus lays out for us the three great traditional Lenten practices. He tells us to share our abundance with those who have little; he tells us to fast from what bloats our bodies and our spirits; and he tells us  to pray more often in the dark silence of our hearts than in the bright candlelight of a cathedral. And maybe more importantly, Jesus tells us to do all these things with a heart that is singularly focused on God, and not divided between God and our own egos. Give quietly to those who are in need; fast so no one knows you’re fasting; pray in secret.

Another part of the Ash Wednesday message comes from the prophet Joel, who reminds us – as we begin our Lenten journey -- that ours is a God who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, rich in steadfast love, and ready to forgive. Joel tells us that God’s face will turn toward us in blessing whenever we come back to God, having wandered far away. We are to show our sorrow for abandoning God through fasting, weeping, and mourning. But above all, it is our very hearts deep within us that  we are to rend as we seek reconciliation with God, and not merely the garments that we wear. God’s love is for who we truly are, not how we want to appear.

And yet another part of the message comes from Paul, speaking to his Corinthian community. Paul says to them, and to us this Ash Wednesday evening, please don’t let the grace of God be poured out on you in vain. You are supposed to be ambassadors of Christ. Therefore, become good as Christ is good. Live your life as the very manifestation of the goodness of God.


So there you have it, our marching orders for Lent. This year, as every year, prepare for Easter by engaging in traditional Lenten practices. Over the next six weeks, give alms, fast, pray with a single-hearted focus on God. Come back to God with the totality of all that is in your heart. Don’t waste a drop of the precious grace that God has poured out on you as a follower of Jesus  – in all things, be Christ in the world. From Jesus, from Joel, and from Paul … these are all messages we have heard before, but messages that perhaps this evening we can hear yet a little more deeply and a little differently.


Because in all three messages – in all of our readings this evening -- there is a thread that runs through might give us an anchor for our Lenten journey this year. And that thread is simply this. Lent is a time for the practice of truth-telling. Lent is an invitation to authenticity. Lent is a season when, in all the messages we heard this evening, we’re invited to be fully present to what is – aware of the world, aware of ourselves in the world, aware of how our own brokenness can keep us from living fully in the world, and aware of how much we long to be whole and holy. 


Let there be truth-telling in our almsgiving … we remember that alms can be much more than money, and we give whatever we have to those whose lives might be more empty than their wallets. Money is easy to give away; our precious time, our limited patience, our faithfulness over the long haul – not so much. We ask ourselves this evening – what are the most authentic acts of almsgiving in might engage in during this holy season of Lent?


Let there be truth-telling in our fasting … we remember that the purpose of fasting is to  empty ourselves so that we might be open to the reality of the presence of God. All of us could probably afford to give up some food and drink for Lent. But what if we fasted from what really bloats us spiritually? Fasting from carbs during Lent  is one thing; fasting from the time  we spend on front of a TV or a computer or the touch screen on an iPad is another. There are so many ways to fast and none of them involved chocolate  …fasting from indifference … fasting from gossip … fasting from however we manifest our needs to control the lives of others … fasting from any obsession or compulsion that fills my time and makes me blind to the needs of others … fasting from frenzied activity that belies our trust in God. We ask ourselves this evening, what is an authentic fast I might engage in during this holy season of Lent?


Let there be truth-telling in our prayer … we remember, as we say at Mass every week, that God has no need of our prayers, but that our very desire to pray is evidence of God’s presence within us. So how do we pray? Do we put on the mask of the hypocrite and pray with the Pharisee in the front of the synagogue? Or do we stand naked before God in all our brokenness, and pray with the tax collector in the back of the synagogue, the one who says in total authenticity, O God, be merciful to me, a sinner. Do we pray for others to see and hear? Or do we pray that we might see and hear more truly who we are, and how our very brokenness connects us with God and others. We ask ourselves this evening, what is an authentic stance before God that I might take in prayer during this holy season of Lent?


I think sometimes the world looks at Lent as a do-over for abandoned New Year’s resolutions. We made resolutions for ourselves on January 1; we behaved pretty well until we broke those resolutions  somewhere around January 3; now it’s our chance to try again and get it right this time! But Lent is entirely different  from that. 
We are marked with ashes at the beginning of Lent for a reason. We are human. We are broken. We are creatures who need God. We are members of a human family who need each other. We’re all in this together. Ashes remind us of this fundamental ground of our being – we’re all on the journey together. New Year’s resolutions are made by tiny egos that need accomplishments to prop them up. But  genuine Lenten practices – engaged in with authenticity and a spirit of truth-telling about ourselves – are undertaken by hearts that are rent, and in need of God and others. Our Lenten practices are not so much achievements as they are our expression of who we are in the eyes of God, and who with God’s grace we may become.  
With all God’s creation, we rejoice in the new life that will bud forth over the next six weeks, as we move toward the joy of resurrection. May traveling mercies be with us all as we mark ourselves with ashes, and begin our Lenten journey together this evening.                              
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