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A Homily preached by        “A Lent filled with Life, Promise, and Hope”
The Rev’d Jo Popham      Ash Wednesday

March 9, 2011
Isaiah 58:1-12

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

When we see someone acting spontaneously, we often say: O, he or she is so full of

life.” I just experienced one of those life-filled moments, when I met my first

granddaughter. Babies are so full of life, full of promise, full of hope.

On Ash Wednesday our ash crosses often make us think of death: “Remember that

you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” We remember the death of a loved one and see

a foretelling of our own death: “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” But we also recall our

creation “from out of the dust were we formed;” we remember our rebirth at our Baptism

when we were marked with chrism oil – marked as Christ’s own forever.

My friends, it is LIFE that we commemorate here today with the ancient sign we wear

on our foreheads.  The ashes remind us that we are invited to turn to God and God will

renew our lives and the life of the church – the life of the family here at St. Andrew’s.

Lent really is about life, and recovering the spontaneity of life. Matthew’s Gospel we just

heard deals with three traditional practices of Lent: almsgiving, prayer and fasting.

Thomas Merton spoke to the discipline of fasting in Seasons of Celebration. He said

fasting cannot have the “proper effect unless our motives” for fasting “spring from

personal meditation. We have to think what we are doing, and the reasons for our action

must spring from the depths of our freedom…  “otherwise, our self-imposed sacrifices

are like to be pretenses, symbol gestures without real interior meaning.”  My brothers and

sisters, God gave us free will. And our choice to adopt a discipline like almsgiving or

prayer or fasting, must be done spontaneously, must be done freely.

Perhaps God wants to strengthen and restore our free will this Lent. Are we wrong to

sacrifice during Lent? No indeed. What I am questioning is why we do these things. If we

fast and pray and give alms in order to gain approval from others, or respect, or
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admiration, is our will really free? If we practice our piety because we feel some pressure

to do so, or because we expect some reward, either in this life or in the next, then is that

from our free will? Thomas Merton expressed it well: If our sacrifices are not made in the

spirit of freedom then they “would be better left unmade.” It “would be more sincere—as

well as more religious—to eat a full dinner in a spirit of gratitude, than to make some

picayune sacrifice of part of it, with the feeling that one is suffering.” Rather than some

token gesture of our symbolic sacrifice we would be better to be spontaneous in adopting

disciplines that could be life-giving as well as life-changing. If we think that giving up

chocolate every year is a true sacrifice – we need to think again. Making a Lenten fast of

not drinking alcohol could be very trivial if it is done year after year with no amendment

of life, with no regard for the permanent affect living without alcohol could make in

one’s life.

What about alms-giving? Is that not a good thing? Jesus taught that premeditated

giving done publicly for everyone to see if not life-giving or life-changing.

Memorializing our gifts or making sure that everyone knows how much we give – and to

whom – is not what God intended. However, hearing about a worthy project like Acadia

Place one week and having the outreach committee and the Vestry act on it the very next

week with a substantial offering is a spontaneous gift that is full of life for not only those

who live at Acadia Place but for the life of this parish as well. Another beautiful example

I can offer happened just this last Christmas. A friend whose husband had just died last

fall spontaneously decided not to “do” Christmas but to make new traditions as she

started her new life without her husband. She didn’t put up a tree or buy any Christmas

gifts. She looked at charities all over the world and that is how she spent her Christmas

money. She looked for children to sponsor who were born on her husband’s birthday and

on the day that he died. She freely chose to live another way.

My friends, whatever sacrifices we make this year for Lent – whatever disciplines we

adopt – let us do them of our own free will. We are so much better people, better

Christians, when we do things freely and willingly. Do not feel compelled or coerced to
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do this or give up that for there is no reward or honour in that. Jesus came to us of his

own free will. Yes, he was doing the will of God, but he chose to become like us, to

become fully human. And he chose to make the ultimate sacrifice for us. And his saving
acts made it possible for us to once again use our free will to love God, to serve God, and
to obey God. But, we have to choose of our own free will, spontaneously decide to offer
to God our time, ourselves in whatever manner we choose to adopt this Ash Wednesday
and throughout Lent.

Ashes are what are left after destruction. After chaos or catastrophe, ashes are what

remain. But that is not the end because from dust or ashes we were made. Ashes remind

us that we are invited to turn to God, and God will give us new life. Our ash crosses make

us recall our own Baptism or the baptism of a loved one, perhaps a grandchild – when she

was marked as Christ’s own forever. The ash cross, placed right over the oil cross from

our Baptism is a mark of ownership – we are Christ’s own forever.

As we move from Ash Wednesday through Lent, through the passion of Christ and

Holy Week to Good Friday – when we die with Christ – then on to the Great Easter Vigil

and Easter Day and the resurrection – –may our life in Christ begin again. And may our

lives be renewed and transformed by our spontaneous acts of sacrifice this Lent. May we

be transformed into lives full of life, full of promise, and full of hope.

Amen.


