17 February 2021, Ash Wednesday

2 Corinthians 5: 20b – 6: 10; 

Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21 

Ashdon and Hadstock zoom 7.30pm

1.
Raising the Questions

When I first read today’s readings in the context of this service, I had a sense of dislocation. For at face value, there seem to be some contradictions here. Firstly between the two readings. Our gospel warns us against pride, especially pride in our own righteousness. Yet in the reading from the epistle to the Corinthians, Paul seems to indulge in a good deal of boasting  about how he has himself behaved!

And then again, in our gospel, we hear Jesus urging us to be discreet about religious observances, yet here we are about to take part in a service that contains a great deal of grovelling and symbolism that is designed to display just how very penitent we are. Admittedly we do not tend to show off with our ashes, though I have known people insist on going shopping with them after a service as an act of witness.

 If we focus for a moment on the words used when we apply the ashes, I think this helps us with some of these apparent contradictions, as we have two distinct strands here: turning from sin and remembering our mortality. And for me the whole is summed up in the final words of our gospel reading that challenge us to identify where our treasure is.
2.
Turning from sin
‘Turn away from sin, and be faithful to Christ’. This is the second part of what is said over the ashes. It links with the initial words from our first reading: be reconciled to God. 
Sin is not a topic that the world is happy about. Indeed, many think that it is one that the church has gone on about for too long, making our message of love simply one designed to stop enjoyment of all kinds. It is a doctrine and message that has indeed been preached in ways that have not helped people to understand what it really means. 

We all like to think that we are basically good, hard working and well meaning, and when I suggest including prayers of penitence in a funeral service, many people would prefer not to do so. They tell me how good and loving their relative was, and that there is no need for repentance at this of all times. They want to remember the good, and cannot understand why the church lays so much emphasis on sin. This is strange, as the same people would usually agree that our world is in a mess! But that is always the fault of other people – politicians, foreigners, journalists, take your pick. We mock those who try to understand or excuse the faults of others, but are quick to excuse our own. 

Yet still the church includes an act of penitence in most if not all services, usually near the start. And in Baptism, either the person themselves or their godparents promise to renounce sin, and turn away from evil. So why is confession of sin so important that it is part of all our services, and a focus for us in today’s service?
Of course, we know that sin is not only about the things we do wrong – about murder or lying, for example. It is also about the things we neglect to do – such as looking after someone in need. And more importantly, it is about the attitudes of mind that lies behind those things that we either do wrong or forget to do right. The traditional seven deadly sins include things like greed and pride. They are deeper sins of character. And we all suffer from them in one way or another.

Understanding sin is central to our faith. The Christian message is one that is positive because we acknowledge the reality of the problem and the hold it has on us. We do not ignore these flaws and focus on the good. We believe that God sees our hearts – the good and the bad within us – and knows that things like greed, anxiety, guilt, pride, hold us back. He is also aware that in our own strength, although we can become closer to Him and improve ourselves with his help, we cannot completely defeat this sin and darkness. Because in the end there are spiritual, not just human, forces at work.  Remembrance before God of our sin reminds us regularly of his promise of help and salvation.
3.
Remembering our mortality

The other element in our service today and in the words said when we are marked with a cross of ash is about remembering our mortality. This is a great antidote to pride. In a funeral service, we are also reminded that our days are like the grass of the field, when the wind blows over it, it is gone and its place knows it no more. But – continues the psalm – the merciful goodness of the Lord endures for ever, upon our children’s children. The contrast between ourselves and God is stark.
Both these strands – remembering our own mortality and the importance of turning from our own sin towards God and his righteousness, grace and mercy – are I think, taken forward in the final sentence of our gospel reading. Here we find not condemnation but encouragement and hope. This is not a negative challenge – to stop sinning and to remember our own mortality - but a positive one to identify what really matters to us.

This challenge is a good one for us as we enter Lent. Lentern disciplines may help to focus our attention, but for some they are a distraction from the key issue. Certainly if we feel we have ‘done our bit’ by giving up chocolate or biscuits, we are way off mark, whether we boast about it or not! No, Lent is a time to be brought back to the things that really matter to us in life. In some ways, that makes it very similar to our current time of lockdown. As things are stripped down, we come to realise what really matters, and what does not.
So we participate today in our act of penitence, but we also participate in communion with each other and with God, being fed symbolically at his table with the body and blood of Christ.
May all of us be fed and enriched through Him as we turn back to the one who is the source of our life and strength.   Amen
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