Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Ash Wednesday, March 1, 2017
Joel 2:12-18; 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18, Psalm 51


When men and women enter Buddhist monasteries and convents as novices, they’re given somewhere around 50 brief verses to memorize that will support them in  their practice of mindfulness.. The verses are meant to help the novices stay in the moment  throughout the day, to keep them – as we might say in our Christian tradition – in the  presence of God. There’s a verse for brushing their teeth, a verse for putting on their robes, a verse for washing their cups & bowls, a verse for sweeping their rooms, and so on up to 50. But the very first verse they learn – and some say the most important – is this one:
Waking up this morning, I smile.

I have twenty-four hours to live.

I vow to live them deeply, and learn to look at the beings around me

with the eyes of compassion.

Every day for these novices begins with smiling at the thought of how precious the next 24 hours will be, and vowing to share that preciousness in deep compassion with all other sentient beings.  Listen once again, coordinating your in-breath and out-breath with each of the four lines of the verse.  
Waking up this morning, I smile.

I have twenty-four hours to live.

I vow to live them deeply, and learn to look at the beings around me

with the eyes of compassion.

Maybe this is as good a place for us to begin our Lenten journey this evening as any.  Maybe we can ask ourselves this evening what would happen if we were to hold our Lenten practices a little more lightly this year, and just allow ourselves  to smile – intentionally – at the prospect of waking up each morning with 24 hours to live, and looking around us with great compassion? 

Not that we want to neglect the message of our readings for Ash Wednesday entirely. The readings are the same this evening as they are every year on Ash Wednesday. And they’re the same each year because they do give us some pretty important marching orders for how to live these next six weeks, marching orders that we don’t want to forget.

At the beginning of Lent,  the prophet Joel tells us to rend our hearts and not our garments. Jesus tells us to worry more about what’s inside us than what others can see. Both Joel and Jesus caution us against falling into that most insidious of human sins – the sin of superficiality …. the sin of living on the surface of things … the sin of worrying more about how we are seen than about how we see


So the traditional Lenten practices of fasting, almsgiving and prayer are a good place to start to practice this authenticity, a good way to avoid the superficiality that Joel and Jesus warn us against .
· This Lent, for instance, we might try to fast, not so much from food & drink as much as from any thoughts that we are too small or too insignificant to matter very much.

· This Lent, we might try to give alms not in the form of money, but in the form of time that we give to a cause that touches our heart, and that supports justice in our world.

· This Lent, our prayer might be reduced to a singular, daily, heartfelt petition for that unity that is so needed in  divided communities, in a divided country, in a divided world.
All of these are wonderful practices during Lent that can help us walk a path toward Easter. I’d only suggest that we add that Buddhist smile to every step we take on our Lenten journey this year. 
 
That smile when we awaken each day will ground us in God. That gratitude for another 24 hours of life on this planet will keep us connected to the source of that life. That desire to look at all others with eyes of compassion will grow into a sense of the oneness we all share in the unity of all creation. 

· This evening, we will be blessed with ashes on our foreheads. 

· We will be invited to turn away from everything that is not of God in our lives, and to turn toward the Gospel for all that is good and holy.

· We will be reminded that we are made of dust, and it is to dust that we will return … but not just any dust. No, as many of us remember from a song in a distant past, 
We are stardust, we are golden, we are billion year old carbon …

and we are called to bring each other back to the garden.
So that is how we start our Lenten journey this year. Anointed with ashes, and looking forward to a journey of 40 days. We will pray. We will fast. We will give alms. We will invite God to create a space in us where the Holy can dwell. 

But we will also wake up each day and smile. We will remember what a gift the next 24 hours will be – to us and to those on whom we will gaze with the eyes of love and compassion. Our thoughts will be of how connected we all are in the immensity of stardust. And holding onto our smiles and our gratitude and our compassion and our connectedness with all that is, we will s
urely arrive at Easter joy.  
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