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Ash Wednesday is a curious day in the life of Christians. We come together in churches to hear the Word of God given to us in Holy Scripture. Prayers of confession and penitence are offered, and we are assured that “[God] pardons and absolves all those who truly repent, and with sincere hearts believe in his holy Gospel.” At the center of our actions and prayers on Ash Wednesday is that moment when our foreheads are marked with ashes, a reminder that we ultimately will return to the ground, and that there is nothing in this world that can prevent that inevitability.  Ash Wednesday serves as the doorway through which we enter the season of Lent, an entire Church season set aside for prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.

Joel’s lesson begins with a warning of imminent danger. “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy mountain!” Joel is writing to awaken and alert the people that the day of the Lord is growing near, “a day of darkness and gloom,” a day of doom like has never been before. And along with the certainty of the doom to come, Joel’s prophecy includes a promise of grace and mercy.  If the people repent in sincerity and faith, God will respond to their pleas for salvation. The prophet writes: “Yet even now says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and merciful.”

In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus speaks regarding the traditional Jewish obligations of almsgiving, praying and fasting, and He gives instructions on how these actions of piety should be carried out.  Giving to the poor was an obligation that originated in the Torah and it was assumed that all Jews of means would give alms to benefit the needy.  Jesus instructs that when one gives alms it must be done without fanfare and publicity “so that,” as Jesus says, “your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”


Regarding prayer, Jesus again warns against praying in order to gain the admiration of others.  Prayer is meant to be the way in which we seek to live in a relationship with God.  He tells us: “…whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  This should not be interpreted to mean that worshipping in community is improper.  Communication with God on a one-to-one basis fosters a more intimate, personal relationship between ourselves and God.

Fasting was another Jewish tradition that was required at certain times, aimed at demonstrating one’s humility before God.  Here, again, Jesus tells how to properly perform this sacrifice: “…when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” Fasting reminds us that our needs are ultimately met by God – and God alone.

So why is it that Jesus finds it necessary to be secretive about works done for the glory of God?  Perhaps it’s because these works are not intended to be an end in themselves.  Fasting, almsgiving, and prayer are the necessary tools we use to bring our hearts closer to God, equipping us to re-create ourselves in the image of Christ.  Some may think that to live in the image of Christ is impossible, that it’s never been done.  Well, I submit that each one of us has already reflected that holy image on the day that we took our first breaths, when we sought nothing for personal gain, but depended on others to give us what we needed to live.

And so another season of Lent begins this very day, and we’ve gathered here to begin forty days of fasting, of almsgiving, and prayer.  The coming weeks are a gift.  They are yet another chance to start again, to start all over to be that person that we long to be.  And what we long for is to be closer to God, to live more intentionally as one of God’s very own children.  


The ultimate purpose of Lent is to re-orient ourselves in the right direction, to find our way back to the path that leads to life.  To find that path may be more difficult for some of us than others.  So we have Lent as a time in which we practice how to live as true believers, even if sometimes it may feel that we are simply “going through the motions.”  Someone once wrote, “the habits of the body may shape the habits of the heart.” 
God is calling you, and God is calling me, to return.  This is our moment. And not one of us knows how many more moments we’ll have in our mortal bodies.  God loves each one of us so very much.  Jesus implores us: “…store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
This is our moment to seek God, our moment to really come to know God as a loving Father and to be God’s loving children – to be loving children to God and to be loving children to each other.  This is our moment to begin living for the one who gives us true life.  This must be our moment.  Because if it’s not now, then when?
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