ASH WEDNESDAY  2008


“FAITH DIRT”

For years and years and years, the first lesson on Ash Wednesday was always the passage from Joel, the companion piece to our Gospel, that together told us the proper way to fast was to come with a clean face and regular clothes so that people didn’t see what we were doing.  It was only between us and God.

And now in this last little bit, we have an alternate first lesson from Isaiah that we are using today.  It talks about the proper way to repent.  The word literally means to turn back to God.  And it is a powerful passage that we are going to turn to in a moment.

One of my favorite stories about repentance is the old chestnut about the priest who comes into the worship space, all done up, beating his chest, shouting out, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”  One of the Church Council members soon joins him, again, standing in a prominent place and shouting out, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”   And while all this is going on, over in the corner is a poor worker, huddled up against the wall, barely muttering the words, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”  To which the one “holy man” turns to the other and says, “Look who thinks he’s a sinner.”

It is easy to get into a rote liturgical practice each Ash Wednesday, or each Sunday as we gather for the confessional.  To feel so holy as we go through our ritual…a ritual that may never touch our heart.  And that’s why it’s so important to hear the words of Isaiah this morning.






Read.


To loose the bonds of injustice…to share our break with the hungry…to cover the naked…to house the homeless…to satisfy the needs of the afflicted.  This Isaiah says is the work of repentance.  This is the roadmap for our Ash Wednesday fast.  


And yet I put this “faith dirt” as a reminder each time I look in the mirror today of all the ways I have failed to be the servant God has called me to be.  I put the “faith dirt” on as a sign to every person that I see that I acknowledge my mortality and need for God’s grace.  I put this “faith dirt” on so that come Easter morning, I will make the sign of the cross with the waters of baptism, knowing that Jesus Christ has suffered, lived and died for me.  That God raised him to clean my dirt…all of it…and to give me life.


Time for the Lenten journey.  Best we eat before we go.
