A reading from the Prophecy of Joel
Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy mountain!
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming, it is near—a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness!  Like blackness spread upon the mountains a great and powerful army comes; their like has never been from of old, nor will be again after them in ages to come. Yet even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.  Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind him, a grain-offering and a drink-offering for the Lord, your God?  Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly; gather the people. Sanctify the congregation;  
assemble the aged; gather the children, even infants at the breast.  Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her canopy.  Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep. Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O Lord, and do not make your heritage a mockery, a byword among the nations.  Why should it be said among the peoples, “Where is their God?”’

A reading from the second letter of Paul to the Corinthians
So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.   As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of God in vain.  For he says, ‘At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of salvation I have helped you.’  See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation!   We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry,  but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: through great endurance in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labours, sleepless nights, hunger;  by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left;  in honour and dishonour, in ill repute and good repute.  We are treated as impostors and yet are true; as unknown and yet are well known; as dying and see—we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful yet always rejoicing; as poor yet making many rich; as having nothing and yet possessing everything.


Hear the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ according to Matthew
‘Beware of practising your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven.  ‘So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.   But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. ‘And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.  But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. ‘And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. ‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal;  but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
Ash Wednesday
Well here we are again, Ash Wednesday, the start of the six week seasons of Lent and Passiontide.  To quite literally mark this, in just a few moments we will have traced on our heads a cross made out of the ashes of our old palm crosses; on the very spot where once we had a cross of oil traced, at our baptism.  

That cross had signified the start of our life as a member of Christ’s Church.  The day He claimed us for himself and reminded us He would be with us no matter what.  

The cross of ash we will receive today signifies our acknowledgment of those times we have strayed a little from all of that.  A gentle nudge to come back to the God who is always faithful to us even when we not always faithful to him.  

The prophet Joel had just this in mind when at some point many centuries ago he wrote his book.  

He is an interesting character.  No one actually knows when he was writing, although it was probably after the Jews returned to Jerusalem from exile.  He certainly makes reference to many earlier prophets, and stories as far back as the Book of Exodus.  

For example he uses the story of the golden calf to show how God’s love is more powerful than his anger.  The Israelites started worshipping it if you recall whilst Moses was up the mountain getting the Ten Commandments, but did God walk away from them, like they had walked from him?  

No, even from that pretty major blunder, God took his people back.  

Maybe that is why Joel forms part of the Ash Wednesday service.  
For isn’t that what this day, and the season it starts is all about?  Going deeper into the mercy and love God has for us as we own, and trusting that if we say sorry for our part in the world’s brokenness God will forgive us?

Sorry as the song goes is the hardest word to say, but the more people in each generation who are brave enough to try, the better our world will become.    Maya Angelou, twentieth century actress, writer and civil rights campaigner touched on this when she said:

History, despite it’s wretching pain cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage need not to be lived again.

And Revd Jessie Jackson, priest and racial justice campaigner, whom God called to his heavenly home yesterday, once said:

Hold your head high, stick your chest out. You can make it. It gets dark sometimes, but morning comes. Keep hope alive.

Both he and Maya Angelou knew the world needed to be better, and they also knew it will only be so through embracing, however hard it is, a genuine passion for change.   Our old friend Joel had also believed this, and it was through him that God said to his people:

return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing

With all your heart.  Joel knew that repentance is a show some people put on in order to get out of trouble.  We have all seen it.  People who say sorry publicly but privately have no intention of changing their ways.  

Well, says Joel, God is not interested in that.  God is not impressed by  glitter and empty words.  He is not taken in by those who rip their clothes as a show of repentance.  God wants, longs for heartfelt change, which is a very different thing. 
A much quieter, humbler, authentic way, where words are backed by generous action, often unseen or uncelebrated.   Remember the warning of His Son:
 
‘Beware of practising your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven.

Go into your room to pray he says, don’t stand on street corners.  Give alms in secret he says, don’t advertise the fact to all and sundry.  And if you fast, just get on with it, don’t boast about it or do it just for worldly praise.    Genuine change is not a performance.  

For although we might fool the world, or ourselves, for a while, we will never fool God.  He sees the good stuff and the not so good stuff; and he loves us through it all.   Even when we forget he is there and go our own way, he is there, waiting for us to turn back and say ‘sorry’  

So, as the cross of ash is put on your head today, where the cross of baptism was traced however long before, have a little think about how you might best spend the next few weeks in his company.

God knows a contrite heart when he sees one, so if things don’t quite work out how you hope, go easy on yourself.  God is not going to punish you for not finishing all of your planned Lent reading, or at that celebration buffet you forget you had decided this year to give up chocolate….if he sees your heart is in the right place.    As Joel says, 

God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing

So go well into Lent.  Use this time to get to know yourself and God a little better and remember where we are heading.  To Easter, the time when God’s Son took all our mistakes to himself and gave us back the reality Joel had predicted.  The continuation of God’s love seen in a reset world and the gift of eternal life.    Amen
