Ash Wednesday March 2, 2022
Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21

One of my all-time favorite books is “A Walk in the Woods” by Bill Bryson.  In it, Bill relates his preparations to hike the Appalachian Trail.  Never having been a hiker or much of a camper, Bill heads off to the local sporting goods store for supplies.  He has one over-riding concern.  He is absolutely terrified of being attacked and eaten by a bear.  
So the store clerk recommends a book that will tell him everything he needs to know about avoiding a bear attack.  On page 71, the book informs him to wear bells or sing or make some type of noise as he walks.  This will be very effective in scaring away any bears that might be making designs on him for lunch.  But on page 124, the book informs him to be quiet as he walks through the woods because if he makes noises, the curious bear will seek out the source of this strange noise and will eat you.  

Bill heads into the woods, not quite solving the quandary of which is the best solution to his problem.  To make noise, or not make noise, remains his question.
We might not be worried about bear attacks as we enter this season of Lent, but we may find ourselves in a bit of a quandary after hearing tonight’s lesson from Matthew.  How do we live out a life of discipleship and not be hypocritical?  How do we give, but not let anyone know that we are doing it?   Are we not to fill out our offering envelopes to be recorded by the church office?  How do we pray, while doing it only in the seclusion of our own homes?  Are we not to join with others in prayer in worship  How do we fast without letting others know?  Are we not to say anything about our giving up chocolate or pizza or whatever during Lent?  
Years ago in one of my first parishes, the pastor I served with refused to allow the imposition of ashes for his parishioners.  He said the gospel lesson for Ash Wednesday made it clear we should not make a show of our prayers or our alms-giving or our fasting.  Putting a black smear on your forehead and walking around in public was, in his eyes, a definite show.  To him, it was especially clear in “the hypocrites disfigure their faces” part of Matthew’s gospel.  Ashes disfigure us and he would not do it.  
When this particular pastor retired, the new pastor came on and had our sexton burn palms for ashes for Ash Wednesday.  With not a little bit of grumbling about how “we never did this before,” he dutifully made a pile of ashes to be kept for Ash Wednesday.  That first year, many people did not come forward to have their foreheads marked with the smudge of a cross.  Why should they put forward to the entire community that they were Christians, that they had been to church, and probably worst of all, that they might be Catholic.  

The pastor did some education before the next Ash Wednesday and during the Ash Wednesday service and almost every person came forward to receive the ashes.  They learned that ashes are a sign of several aspects of this particular day and symbolize our human existence.

The website of the ELCA gives a number of reasons why we impose ashes on this day.  First, using ashes as a sign of repentance is an ancient practice.  In Jonah chapter 3, the king of Nineveh covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes.  Jeremiah, in chapter 6, advises the people of Israel to put on sackcloth and roll in ashes, with mourning and lamentations.  
Ashes remind us of God’s words to Adam in Genesis, “Dust you are and to dust you shall return.”  God created Adam out of the dirt of the earth and that is the way of all things, to return to the earth.   When we are buried, the funeral liturgy will include the words, “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”   We are finite beings that will decay and finally fall to dust once more.
The ashes also suggest cleansing and renewal.  In the ancient world, they were used in the absence of soap, the grittiness able to scrub off the dirt of the day.  
Today our foreheads will be marked with these ashes before us.  We will be marked with the cross of Christ in a dirty smudge for all to see.  
For many of us, it was years ago that our foreheads were marked with the cross of Christ.  At our baptism, we were cleansed of sin and made new in the body of Christ as the water poured across our foreheads.  Tonight we feel not water but the dry grit of ashes.  
We are reminded that even in death, this mark cannot be removed from us.  We turn once again to God, knowing we do not deserve to be anything other than the dust that gathers under our feet.  We confess our sins and turn to the one who is able to cleanse us, to renew us, to make us hope in a future that contains more than ashes and dust.  

To say the words, “remember you are dust and to dust you shall return” is very powerful.  You are reminding someone that they are creatures, fashioned by God’s hands, whose bodies will return to the earth one day.  These words remind us all that we are finite, at least in one sense.  We, unlike the God who made us, have a beginning, a birth.  We have a life here on earth and it will end in death.  
A friend of mine says her father, a man who went to church almost every Sunday of his life, firmly believed that when you die, you die.  That’s it.  You’re dead and that’s the end of it.  He probably would be very happy to hear the words, “remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.” I still am amazed how he could miss the basic message of the church after all those years.   And I remain amazed that he would continue to go to church if his outlook on the end of life, as we know it, was so bleak.  

Today we turn from the light of epiphany to the bleakness of Lent.  It hits us right between the eyes, so to speak.  These lessons are used each year on this day.   We hear Jesus’ words to avoid hypocrisy and to receive our rewards not from earthly means but from God alone.  We aren’t to do things like giving our offerings or praying or even fasting to impress others with our generosity or our flowery words or even how long we can go without a candy bar.  

We practice the life of discipleship because it is what Jesus has taught us to do.  These practices are not done to win praise from others, but because we are obligated to do them.  Jesus doesn’t tell his followers that they are to give, pray and fast, for it is assumed they already do.  He does, however, address the manner in which they are done.  
These verses are part of the longer section known as the Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus teaches his disciples, newly called to be his followers, the basics of his work in the world.  They will be journeying with him, a journey that will soon enough include his approaching death in Jerusalem.  

The disciples take this journey seriously, but they are too short-sighted.  They are looking for that public adulation, to be in charge, to be superior, to sit on the right hand of Jesus as he ascends to power.  They are the ones God has chosen to accompany Jesus as he takes his rightful place as king and ruler of all.  

Jesus tells them that the journey to this new kingdom must be taken and they will go with him, but not as they envision it.  The journey must be taken, but through the path of prayer, giving and fasting.  The journey must be taken, but in relationship with God, in relationship with others, and in self-denial.

Prayer is basic to the Christian life, not just during the season of Lent, but always.  In Lent, however, we may take the time to focus on our personal prayer life.  This is not to say that Jesus forbids us to pray with others in more public places.  Whenever we pray, we also pray that our words are not to impress others but to reflect our relationship with God.  We pray out of our need to be heard by God, not by those around us.  
Some pastors will often pray before beginning a sermon:  Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord.  In our Lenten journey, may our prayers focus on this desire.  

We take this journey also in relationship with others.  While these verses seem to reflect a need for solitude, Jesus is addressing practices that usually were done in the company of the community.  The giving of alms was done in the synagogue where it could be viewed by all those present.  Those who could give in significant amounts were perceived as having a greater degree of power.  But as we know, Jesus focused on the spirit of the giving rather than the amount, as evident in his story of the widow giving two copper pennies.  In our Lenten journey, may our giving focus on the needs of others.

Fasting was also an ancient practice, exhibiting humility before God.  The community of Jesus’ day practiced a communal fast at Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  Jesus speaks against those who walk around with gaunt and hungry looks, even though they have gone without food for only one day.  He again gives instruction on what the fast is really to do, to put aside one’s self in order to give attention to God.  
Whether we see our Lenten fast as a time to “give something up,” such as eating sweets or a certain food we crave, or “giving something up for others,” such as giving the cost of a meal each day to the Food Bank or washing an elderly neighbor’s car, it is a time of repentance, reflection and meditation.  In our Lenten journey, may our fasting put our focus outside ourselves and onto God and neighbor.  
So we wear today the ashes upon our foreheads.  We turn to each other and see reflected there what is upon us.  These ashes become a symbol of sin and mercy, of repentance and forgiveness, of death and life.  
We turn to God as the one we need be concerned with.   We ask forgiveness for all the wrongs we have done, for all the good we have not done, for all the times we sought praise and recognition for ourselves and not given the glory and honor to God.  

Our Lenten journey is not taken alone, in solitude, in secret.  We gather here on Wednesday evenings and on Sunday mornings to walk this journey with each other and with Christ.  We direct our attention, our thoughts, our prayers, our offerings, to the one who will give his very life for us.  

We remember Jesus’ journey to the cross.  We go with him once again to the cross, the place of death.  We remember that we are dust and to dust we shall return.  We remember that in our baptisms, we are baptized into Christ’s death.  
As this ashen cross adorns our forehead, we remember that we are also baptized into Christ’s resurrection, into new life.  This is indeed the treasure that has no vulnerability
to breakage, rot or thievery.  It is what keeps us going on this journey to the cross, knowing that it is not the end of the story.  It is our motivation to prayer, to giving, to fasting.  We turn again to God, renewed in the promise that there is more than dust and ashes in our future.  Amen.  
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