
 
  
   

 I didn’t see it coming. I, along with many of you, created a lock screen for my 
phone on Sunday with the prayer of the Glory to Glory campaign arrayed across a 
beautiful photo of the Courtyard cross with a fiery setting sun in the background. I 
thought it would be a beautiful and inspiring reminder to pray, “Lord, what do you want 
to do through me?” 
 
 And then it happened. My phone settings allow notifications from a few news 
outlets. The notifications pop up on that locked screen in such a way that I see the news 
flash and then, right below it, “Lord, what do you want to do through me?” 
 
 A story about a neo-natal intensive care unit being operated in a subway station 
below the bombed-out streets of Kiev, in Ukraine, accompanied by images of tiny babies, 
some of whom are being kept alive by a nurse hand-pumping air into their lungs. And 
below it – “Lord, what do you want to do through me?” 
 
 A piece about a family in Montana who were already close to the edge financially, 
struggling with inflated prices at the grocery store and the gas pump, now deciding 
between food and medicine. “Lord, what do you want to do through me?” 
 
 An alert to a longer story about the three men convicted in Georgia for hate crimes 
in the murder of Ahmed Aubrey, quoting some of their racist comments. “Lord, what do 
you want to do through me?” 
 
 And then, on Monday, a reminder pops up on my phone to “wrap up Ash 
Wednesday sermon – It is Time.” That’s the title of the sermon, a reflection of that line 
from today’s text, “Behold, now is the acceptable time; behold, now is the day of 
salvation.”  And it is hard not to read all of that on my phone to say something like, 
“Lord, what do you want to do through me, now?” 
 
 The temptation is strong to turn off my notifications. It is all too much. What can I 
do about the horrors in Ukraine, or the ongoing presence of racial hatred stalking our 
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land, or income inequality and inflation? On this Ash Wednesday when a prominent 
image is the photo of Freedom Square in Ukraine before and after a missile landed on it, 
turning a traditional European city square into ash, pray tell, what can God do about that 
through me? 
 
 It all seems too big. Indeed, that’s what Paul’s list of horrors feels like on this Ash 
Wednesday. See what we have endured, Paul says, and then he rattles off all the things 
that, if they had smart phones in the first century would surely have popped up as 
notifications, incessantly: afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, 
riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger… 
 
 It is easy for us to focus on that list of misery and forget the context. Paul tips his 
hand at the very beginning of the reading, what he thinks the task of his readers in 
Corinth, and in Franklin, is, right now – Be reconciled to God.  
 
 The issue, Paul says, before it is anything else, is theological. Human beings live in 
a disordered relationship with God, which results in disordered relationships with one 
another. And yet, God has, in Christ, pursued us in grace, has taken the step of love and 
welcome, has claimed us through the waters of baptism and called us God’s children. 
Paul has a simple message – Do not accept this grace in vain. Work out what it means, 
this grace. Order your living around it, engage your world through its lens, live in it here 
and now. Now is the time.  
 
 This is part of what the ashes mean here at the beginning of Lent. Lent is a time 
when we can attend more fully to the work of the Spirit, to our response to this grace, the 
formation of our lives into a cross shape. And, importantly, it is a time when we can 
recommit to seeing the world through the lens of grace, through what God initiates in 
Christ on the cross.  
 
 When we receive the ashes, we are reminded of our mortality. We are dust, and to 
dust we shall return. Our mortality extends into every arena of our living. All of us 
participate in a sinful and broken world, and therefore all of us are called to humility and 
grace. All of us are dust creatures sustained by nothing more than the breath of God. We 
are not the sum of our income or our accomplishments or our degrees or our possessions. 
All of it goes down to the dust, as do we. No, the sum of our existence is that we belong 
to God. The truest thing about you is that you are deeply loved by God. The ashes help us 
see that more clearly. 
 
 And the ashes also point to our response to this love, our repentance. Repentance, 
salvation, reconciliation with God, all these are postures in the world that can be affirmed 



now, daily, hourly. The working out of our response to God’s grace is to be continually 
formed by the Spirit, to turn to God’s will and way, to see the world through the ashes.  
 
 This is how Paul can speak of such unbelievable suffering and also of knowledge, 
patience, kindness, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God. Paul knows that 
the world views the ashes one way, but to those claimed by God’s grace, another, more 
powerful truth is at hand. In a series of statements, Paul speaks of the way he is being 
treated and yet, by God’s grace, celebrates a different reality. “We are treated as having 
nothing,” he says, “and yet possessing everything.” 
  
 In the ashes, we see and hold close to our hearts the horrors of the world and the 
promise that God is with us, and that God is turning death to life, making all things new. 
 
 The columnist Frank Bruni in a new memoir speaks of his diagnosis of a disease 
that will progressively take away his eyesight and the insights that have come to him. 
One thing that has changed for him, he says, is that he tries to view everyone with more 
empathy, especially people who are not like him or with whom he disagrees. He came up 
with what he calls the “sandwich board theory of life.” 
 
 “If every one of us, everyone you came in contact with, was wearing something on 
the exterior that told you what he or she had struggled with in the past, was struggling 
with right then, the anxieties, the heartaches, the fact that every human has struggles, you 
would be much, much less inclined to self-pity and I think you would be called to a 
degree of empathy that ideally we would always show one another.” 
 
 Well, tonight we are wearing a sandwich board of sorts, written on our foreheads 
or the backs of our hands, proclaiming to all that that we, and this broken world, are 
mortal, yes, and also deeply loved. Maybe the answer to that prayer, “Lord, what do you 
want to do through me?” begins to be answered in the ashes, as we go out into the world 
bearing the ashen cross, bearing the grace and welcome, bearing the love it signifies. 
 
 The table is set. The ashes are prepared. See, now is the acceptable time; see, now 
is the day of salvation. Let us observe a holy Lent. It is time. Amen. 
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