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Joel 2:1-2,12-17
2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10

Matthew 6:1-6,16-21
Psalm 103
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

Welcome to Lent! It begins now. Mardi Gras is over. The party is done. We now begin a solemn season in the Church. And we do this for a reason. We Episcopalians are not one of those dour Protestant sects that is ascetic or Puritanical believing life is not to be fun and enjoyed. In fact, we Episcopalians are pretty much at the opposite end of the spectrum – enjoying life and believing in a God who loves all God’s children and forgives sin. We believe in salvation through the offering of Jesus Christ upon the Cross. But we have this season, called Lent, as we have various other church year seasons. We vary the seasons and mix them up a bit. And this one is the dour one, the one when we are not supposed to be quite so much fun! And that is for a reason.
We may, I would like to suggest, take our spiritual lives, our salvation through Christ on the Cross, for granted. We may be just a bit too comfortable. We perhaps don’t preach hellfire and brimstone enough…actually I don’t believe in that kind of preaching or that kind of God. But our God is one of judgment, clearly attested to in scripture. And Lent is our time to consider that. Perhaps our time to consider what we may be taking for granted in our spiritual lives.

It is easy to take things for granted. Two weeks ago I had surgery on my left elbow: a tendon repair from a condition troubling me almost three years. It finally came to the point that I wanted it repaired, wanted to be free of the pain, and wanted to regain functionality if possible. I was desiring full health and was told by the surgeon that that was a reality with surgery and a well attended to recovery process, which is what I am doing now, being very careful not to tax the repaired tendon in this healing phase.

However, said recovery means six weeks of lifting nothing heavier than a pencil. Which essentially means living a one handed existence. Now understand that I have been in health care as a physician for thirty years and I have good empathy for my patients. I ache when they age and suffer the vicissitudes of failing bodies, and know that it happens to all of us; to me as well. And I appreciate good health, and give thanks to God for it every day. But when a limitation comes such as living essentially one-armed, it gives one pause. There are very many things one cannot do, or at least do easily. And one comes to realize that we take our health so very much for granted. How many things do you do daily with two arms that you take for granted? Open a door while carrying something? Shake hands with someone while carrying a purse or package in the other hand? Answer the phone with a cup of coffee in the other hand? Dictate at work while looking at documents? Shower and towel dry or put toothpaste on your brush? Throw both arms around someone you love and want to embrace? We very often take our health for granted. Even those of us who see failing health regularly. We take our health, and the little things in life for granted.
And, as I submitted earlier, we probably take our spiritual lives for granted as well. We are so often oh so comfortable. Can’t be bothered with that, we may say. I’ll get around to that, I will say my prayers better, God understands.

God may understand…but what if God doesn’t? Thus Lent! Lent is our time to not take our spiritual lives for granted. Lent is our time to assess, analyze, ponder, prioritize, and actively work on our spiritual lives. That is why we have this penitential season with its attendant disciplines.

In a few moments I will invite you forward for the imposition of ashes, saying ‘Remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.’ Sobering words for we mortals. But before that I will read the words from the BCP reminding that this observance is the custom of the Church and I will ‘invite you, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy Word.’

Those are not hollow words. They are not to be taken lightly. You are invited into the observance of a holy season. We may take our spiritual lives for granted, we may be too comfortable in the idea of our salvation by Jesus on the Cross. This is our time to consider our own personal holiness and our relation to God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Just as a physical impairment or illness prompts us to consider and be thankful for our good health, so Lent prompts us to consider and be thankful for our salvation…and to attend to that part of personal responsibility we have in that equation.

And the Prayer Book words give us several suggestions for doing so. Lent is not about giving up something. Lent is about adjusting our relationship with God. We can do that by self-examination (perhaps with a counselor or friend); by repentance (changing some bad behavior); by prayer (regular daily, attending an additional weekday service such as this one or Noonday prayer or Evening Prayer alone or with another); by fasting and self-denial (on Wednesdays or Fridays or limiting or avoiding meat or alcohol). I can’t give you your formula. That is between you and God. But right now is the time to prayerfully consider it if you haven’t already. For you are building your spiritual treasure…here…today. You came here this morning didn’t you? We heard in the gospel reading, ‘For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ Don’t take your spiritual life for granted.
There is a story told of David Livingstone, the Scottish explorer and missionary who was the first European to cross the African continent. He did medical missionary work in Botswana, worked to abolish the slave trade, and discovered and named Victoria Falls. He devoted is life to Africa. When he died his body was taken back to England where he was born. But he insisted that his heart be buried in the Africa he loved and where he built his treasure, his life treasure. At the foot of a tall tree in a small African village the natives dug a hole and placed in it the heart of this man who they loved and respected. If your heart were to be buried in the place you loved most during life, where would it be? In your pocketbook? In an appropriate space down at the office? In the Church? Where is your heart now at the beginning of Lent? Where do wish it to be at the end of Lent? Use these forty days of Lent to store your treasure where you wish it to be, that your heart may be there also.
Amen.

