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In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen

1. This evening (Today) is Ash Wednesday, the start of the holy, penitential season of Lent.  The Epiphany colors of white and green have yielded to violet in pre-Lent and to black and violet for Lent, with the exception of the Fourth Sunday in Lent, Laetare Sunday, when the rose color is use.  Buried are the “Alleluias;” gone is the “Gloria in Excelsis” until Easter Sunday, the Resurrection of our Lord.   Even while the days lengthen in the northern hemisphere, the snows soon diminishes, and Spring comes budding forth, the one holy catholic and apostolic Church throughout the world enters a time of quiet reflection, repentance, fasting, and solemn prayer.  

2. Christians are reminded, as were the Israelites, to rend hearts and not garments.  Kind, gentle 9th century prophet Joel states this, writing after the time of good King Jehoshaphat of Judah. Through Joel, God speaks a word of judgment, wanting genuine repentance over sin.  He wants the inner sincerity of faith, not mere outward show in the rending of fibers of cloth.  And yet Lent ends with the loud Good Friday sound of the rending of thick fabric of the curtain in the Jerusalem Temple, meaning that the Son of God’s death made full atonement for human sin and sinfulness and that the wall or barrier of separation of sinful humanity from a holy God had been breached. Christ as the “Mercy Seat,” the propitiatory Sacrifice of the Cross, marks you as one redeemed in the blood of Him, the sinless Lamb of God.  Joel, looking ahead to the coming Messiah, also reminded the people, and we are so reminded, to return to the Lord for He is gracious and merciful.  Therefore, turn away from sin and temptation and turn in faith to Christ, crucified, risen, ascended and returning, your God and Lord.
3. In today’s Ash Wednesday Gospel, our Lord Jesus in His Sermon on the Mount does not say that we should not fast or have the imposition of ashes as a mark of our humble repentance and acknowledging our frail mortality.  But He wants our acts of piety to come from a sincere heart that looks to Him alone and gives glory to God alone.  This happens, fellow believer, as you lay up for yourself treasures in heaven, not earthly treasures which are here today and gone in an instance.  Our daughter, Sarah, a Lutheran school teacher in Las Vegas, had served previously at one of our schools in Hot Springs, SD.  Last week she sent a sad photo of a horrific fire that ravaged downtown Hot Springs and rendered friends homeless.  How quickly earthly things can vanish!  For believers, we put our faith in Jesus Christ, our hearts embracing Him who is the Priceless Treasure.  

4. So we daily rend our hearts and return to the Lord, and in this Lenten season meditate on God’s infinite mercy in Christ.  St. John, the beloved Apostle, exhorts us to walk in the light of Christ.  In this first of his three catholic epistles or letters, the Apostle and Evangelist John, writing to Christians across Asia Minor, modern-day Turkey, from either Ephesus or in exile on the island of Patmos toward the close of his life, exposes false teachers and gives his Christian audience assurance of salvation.  It’s a letter to the family of God, reminding them and us also to pray for the peace and blessing of our congregation and fellowship. He states: “Our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ.  And we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete”(Vs. 1:3c-5).  Not only is God the Author of light in Creation, He Himself is light.  Of our Lord Jesus, who announced that He is the “Light of the world,” John is saying that there is no dark deception, no evil in Jesus, only truth and light.  What comfort this is to us in a world darkened by sin, deception, hate, our own egos, self-interest, pride, and evil desires.  To use another metaphor, humanity is shrouded in sin, dressed in darkness, parading to our tombs.
5. This is why John says, “If we say we have fellowship with Him (Christ) while we walk in (the) darkness (of sin), we lie and do not practice the truth” (Vs. 6). Brothers and sisters in Christ, let us through faith in our Redeemer look to Him, who is clothed in resplendent light.  Let us practice that which is wholesome, honest, truthful, and Christ-like, thus revealing the veracity of our Christian claims and confession. “If we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin” (Vs. 7).  Because you are a creature of clay, your godly “walk” in this life will still have sinful and selfish thoughts, words, and deeds, but you do not dwell on such thoughts.  You ask, as you do in Luther’s morning and evening prayers, “Let Your holy angel be with me that the wicked foe may have no power over me,”  knowing that Christ’s blood shed on Calvary’s tree has cleansed you from all iniquities, trespasses, and sins.
6. Again, though, St. John reminds us: “If we say we have no sin, we deceive our-selves, and the truth is not in us” (Vs. 8).  I remember as a Cub Scout “hundreds of years ago” saying, “I never lie.”  My Den Mother quickly shot back, “That’s a lie to say you never lie.”  How true.  From the moment of conception, I was a sinner, and am a sinful liar and cheater against God’s commands in my thoughts, my words and deeds.  You are, too.  Repent! Now, here is the good news: “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (Vs. 9).  God is faithful.  He always keeps His Word.  He hears your honest confession and mine, a heartfelt confession of sins of commi-sion and omission, and He faithfully and justly forgives our sins, cleansing us from all unrighteousness through the One who made us clean.  Thus we live out our Baptisms, marked under the Cross, with Christ in us and for us.  We rend our hearts and return to the Lord by the Holy Spirit’s calling, enlightening, and sancti-fying work through the very Word of God.  The good work of acknowledging our sins before God and receiving in faith His pardoning grace then causes us to seek and think good thoughts, speak good words, and do good deeds to our neighbor, in love.
7. May this Ash Wednesday bring you God’s peace that passes all understanding, that peace of God which draws us now to the altar of God to receive the very Body and Blood of our blessed Savior, under the consecrated bread and wine, that our sins may be forgiven and our faith strengthened, and even as we encourage one another in our most holy faith.  To God eternal be the everlasting glory and praise.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen
