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Sermon for February 13, 2013 
 

 Ash Wednesday 
Year C 

Scripture Text:  Isaiah 58:1-12              
 II Corinthians 5:20 – 6:10 
  
 
 
Ingenious Contrivances for Avoiding God Altogether 
 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
“Ugh, Lent is coming.  What are you going to give up this year?  Maybe I will give up caffeine.   
Last year I gave up chocolate, but after about three days all I could think of was having a 
Snickers bar;  Until of course I remembered that I was doing all of this suffering for the good of 
my soul.  Well that helped a bit, but still I wanted chocolate.   
 
So went the conversation with an acquaintance some years back as we talked about this coming 
time of preparation.  Fasting, suffering, giving up and doing without  are all part of the common 
heritage and understanding for many Christians as they approach these coming forty days of Lent 
that begin with this evening’s time of reflection, ashes and communion.  And it is no accident 
that the festivals of Mardi Gras and Carnival all ended last night at midnight with their last gasp 
of fun before these forty days of privation and prayer. 
 
No more leavening or fat after yesterday until Easter, no more levity, no more parties because we 
are entering into this time of fasting and contemplation because our souls need cleansing before 
we stand at the foot of the cross and contemplate the ultimate fast that Jesus offered, his life for 
ours.   
 
So we eliminate the alleluias and shouts of praise from our worship, we darken our mood and 
take on a more somber tone so that we can prove to ourselves that even though not on the same 
scale as what Jesus gave up we can give up something for forty days to become a little more holy 
and little more righteous, a little more understanding of the trials and tribulations that Jesus took 
on, all for our sake. 
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But then we look again at what God speaks to the people of Israel through the prophet Isaiah and 
what God speaks to the people of Corinth through the Apostle Paul and it seems that our 
attempts to give up this or that, to do without our favorite dessert or snack all start to look more 
like ingenious ways to avoid God and God’s presence in our lives than thoughtful and prayerful 
requests for God through Jesus the Christ to so fill our lives that we find less need of other 
things.   
 
God speaking through the prophet Isaiah firmly and forcefully rejects the rites of worship that 
are simply done to put on a show.  The people wonder why they are doing all of these things, 
putting on sackcloth covering themselves in ashes only to not be noticed by God at all.  Why 
they wonder are we putting on a show for you and yet you, God, do not even bother watching?   
 
And God’s response is striking in its clarity and humbling in its message.  Because your show is 
not worth watching.  It shows nothing of what it really means to be open to God’s presence in 
one’s life; rather it shows how proud one can be of themselves and their ability to suffer when 
what God asks for is not a laundry list of ways to be miserable but a life that is strangely free 
from these ostentatious ways of self affliction and immensely open to being in God’s presence 
and responding to God’s presence by ministering to others. 
 
So given such a rejection of such practices and rites, why then are we about to embark ourselves 
on a time of reflection and penitence?  Why are we marking ourselves with ashes and sharing in 
remembering Christ’s last meal with his disciples?   
 
Because we must remind ourselves that we are mortals who try to live into the grace that has 
been given us but do not always measure up to that grace.  We fail, we slip up, we miss the mark 
and in doing so we humbly remind ourselves that it is through God’s love as shown to us in 
Christ that we are saved not our actions, our fasting or our sacrifice. So we bear the mark of the 
cross in ashes on this night on our foreheads to remind us that we need not create new and 
interesting ways to avoid God we need not give up this or that to prove to God how worthy we 
are but rather that we need to always make space in our lives for God so that with humility and 
thanksgiving we might find in God the freedom to take notice of others even as Jesus the Christ 
was free to notice the needs of those around him even to the point of risking his very life. 
 
We need God’s help to remember the gift that Christ has offered to all, we need God’s help to 
clear away the barriers that prevent God from taking hold of our lives, and we need God’s help 
to let go of that which prevents us from being open to God in all parts of our lives because left to 
our own devices we will contrive ever more ingenious ways of avoiding God altogether.   
 
The ashes remind us of this and they call us to a fast that is acceptable to God by looking past 
ourselves and directly toward our fellow human beings. 
 
 
Amen 
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