
 
  
 
 In Paul’s writing, it helps to pay attention to the smallest of words. Like the word 
‘see.’ For Paul, it almost always carries an exclamation point. See! 
 
 The first time I visited Yosemite National Park, with its mountains rising from the 
earth like granite fortresses, all of us were saying, “See!” with the exclamation points. 
See the way the sun lights up the rock face like a diamond. See the water tumbling, 
falling into the gorge and shooting up a rainbow-filled spray. See! 
 
 Recently my daughter and I discussed texting. Well, it was less a discussion and 
more an intervention for her father, who she believed could up his texting game. “You 
should use more exclamation points,” she said. She claimed exclamation points made the 
texts seem friendlier. Where I would write, “Hey.” with a period, she suggested, “Hey!” 
“See, doesn’t that make you feel better?” “No,” I said. “It makes me feel like you are 
yelling ‘hey’ at me.  
 
 But, no, she said. On a text it is not yelling. That’s what all-caps are for. In a text, 
an exclamation point is emotive. It means you are excited, happy to be having the 
conversation. It’s warm. It is good for a relationship. 
 
 Maybe she’s onto something. Maybe these three exclamatory ‘sees’ in this short 
text are not Paul yelling at us, but rather Paul using his words to draw us in closer, to 
denote the profound relationship these words enact.  
 
 See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! The words are 
right in the middle of Paul’s self-defense. Some in Corinth had criticized Paul’s focus on 
the power of the cross as foolishness. How is a Roman cross a source of power? They 
argued over things like prophecy and speaking in tongues and forms of prayer; they 
competed for who was spiritually superior. Paul tried to direct their eyes away from this 
desire to be the best, to rank the Body of Christ according to who possessed the greatest 
gifts. He reminded them that the shape of their community was the shape of the cross, 
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and that the cross had ushered in a new creation now. That’s the key word Paul wants us 
to see – now. 
 

The new creation has a name for Paul – grace. We live by grace. Each day we 
awaken is grace. We are not our own. We belong to another. We are creatures, and not 
the Creator. This little bit of breath we have been given is just that – a gift – and when it 
returns to the One who granted it, we return to the earth – ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
Thus, to quote Martin Luther King, Jr., “the fierce urgency of now.” The gift is ours now. 
 
 Much trouble is caused when we forget the gift, when we lose sight of grace, when 
we think ourselves immortal, when our pride causes us to lose sight of the fact that dust 
we are, and to dust we shall return. So much that is off-track in our world can be traced, I 
think, to this idea that we can somehow perpetuate ourselves, our institutions, our 
ideologies, and our lives, right into eternity. The biblical writers like Paul called it simply 
rebellion against God. This rebellion is as old as humanity, as old as Adam and Eve, and 
as much a part of who we are as the ashes and dust to which we return.  
 
 Whether you call it rebellion, or pride, or original sin, or all of the above, it 
remains true that it is this desire to be like God, to imagine that we are not created, 
dependent, and in need of the One who made us that lies behind all we call sin.  
 
 Not taking God for granted is where we get the idea of “giving something up for 
Lent.” Far more than chocolate or fatty food, Lent invites us to give up our need to be 
God, and all the ways that need manifests itself in our relationships, our attitudes, and our 
faith. It is a discipline that keeps Paul’s ‘see’ before us in all its exclamatory glory. When 
we remember our fast, we are seeing who we really are before God, the grace that alone 
sustains us, and we are loosening the grip our ego holds in our lives.  
 
 For each person this will look different, but it is the invitation to all of us in the 
season of Lent to not accept in vain the grace of God, but to explore its contours as it 
leads us to the cross and beyond. And to do that now.   
 

 It is a strange thing we do, to acknowledge our mortality, to recognize our 
dependence, to trade the superficial longings that surround us for a smudge of ash and a 
cross to journey toward and bear. But things are not always what they seem. Paul said it: 
“We are treated…as dying, and see – we are alive…”  
 

See, as you trace the sign of the cross on your body in ash or onto those beloved to 
you, see as you make the ashen mark from home because of a pandemic that has brought 
us all a renewed appreciation of the gift, the grace, of that next breath, see as you eat the 
bread and drink the cup and hear “this is my body,” “this is my blood” for you; see how 



all of us, from the so-called least to the so-called greatest, all of us dust, all of us beloved 
ash, held together by grace. 

 
Only in a cross-shaped community can we say, “dust you are and to dust you shall 

return” and see that as good news. But we do because see, we are alive. Here and now. 
By the grace of God. We frail children of dust and feeble as frail, are beloved of God. 
Lent becomes holy for us when we dive deep into both the dust and the love, here and 
now. 

 
See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation; see, we are 

alive,” all of it gift. See! 
 
Let us observe a holy Lent. Amen. 


