Sermon by Jeffrey L. Hawkins 
Zion Lutheran Church  02/17/2010 Ash Wed
Scripture Lessons  

First Lesson: Joel 2:1-2, 12-17
Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy mountain! Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the LORD is coming, it is near -- a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness! Like blackness spread upon the mountains a great and powerful army comes; their like has never been from of old, nor will be again after them in ages to come. 
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, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing. Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind him, a grain offering and a drink offering for the LORD, your God? Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly; gather the people. Sanctify the congregation; assemble the aged; gather the children, even infants at the breast. Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her canopy. Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep. Let them say, "Spare your people, O LORD, and do not make your heritage a mockery, a byword among the nations. Why should it be said among the peoples, 'Where is their God?'"
Word of God.  Word of Life.
C. Thanks be to God. 

 

Second Lesson: 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10 

We entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. As we work together with him, we urge you not to accept the grace of God in vain. For he says, "At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of salvation I have helped you." See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! We are putting no obstacle in anyone's way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry, but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see -- we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything. 

Word of God.  Word of Life.
C. Thanks be to God. 

 

Gospel Lesson: St. Matthew 6:1-6,16-21 

P. The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, the sixth chapter.
C. Glory to you, O Lord! 

Jesus said to the disciples: "Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But 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. And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But 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 who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but 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." 

P. The Gospel of the Lord.
C. Praise to you, O Christ! 

 


HOMILY Ash Wednesday 2010 
Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.

In the beginning God breathed into a moistened heap of soil and we became bodies—humans from humus infused with the Spirit of God.  In this sense we are properly considered animals, from the same root word as animate and animated, meaning filled with breath or air.  We are earth creatures.  We are dust.  And to dust we shall return.

For a period of time in the Church we have followed Plato’s notion that our bodies and all that is earthly and earthy is inferior to the spirit and spiritual world beyond, rather than the Hebrew and biblical notion that our bodies and the Creation of which they are part are good, though limited.  To remember that we are dust is not to think of ourselves as down-in-the-dirt; it is to think of ourselves as deliberately mortal and to consider both the blessings and the burdens of creaturely life.  Creaturely life is a wonderful life in many ways:  what wonder it is to hear a baby’s gurgle or to see a sunset or to smell bread baking or to taste a good soup or to be warmed by an affectionate touch.  Creaturely life is a wonderful life as our bodies and our brains have the capacity to ponder and dream and analyze and think-through, and as our bodies and our hearts hope and trust and love and sense purpose and meaning and worth.  Creaturely life is a wonderful life as our bodies relate to other bodies as couples and families and congregations and communities, and to the earth as nurturer and nourisher and neighborhood.  It is a wonderful life because we are dust.  

And it is horrible, too, when as dust we lose these wonders or we come painfully up against the limits of our mortality.  We lose our hearing or our sight or our minds; we lose our loved ones; we lose ourselves.  Creaturely bodies die, suddenly or by degrees.  We are dust, and to dust we shall return.  Life in the body is both wondrous and humbling, all the wonders now returned to humus.  And yet the wonder continues.  Out of the very dust, new life springs forth.

“Lent” means “spring.”  The word is rooted in a word similar to “lengthen,” pointing to the lengthening of days.  Slowly, a few minutes each day, we change until it all changes again:  cold soil and cold skin are warmed, birds sing, asparagus pushes into sunlight, grass greens, cattle skip into new pasture, love and apple trees blossom.  And before you know it, there are lawns to mow and beans to pick and golf games until ten o’clock at night.  Just minutes a day, and it leads to all this.

Lent is spring and summer arriving by minutes a day, and it is also Easter arriving according to the same pattern, by the small changes that turn into full-blown new life.  We call these small changes to daily life “Christian disciplines”:  fasting, repentance, prayer, study, acts of mercy, gathering together, giving up—small acts, really, that accumulate over forty days to lead us first to dust, to mortality, to loss, to dying (yes, even death on a Cross).  And lead us further to the wonder of new life.

The mortal creature Jesus leads us to return to dust, beginning again today.  The mortal creature Jesus springs forth from the dust as the “first fruits” of all Creation.

Remember that you are dust.

And to dust you shall return.

And from dust you shall spring forth.

Amen.







