
March 6, 2019    Year C     Ash Wednesday 

Lessons:  Isaiah 58:1-12, 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

Main Point:  The Lenten season is a journey.  A journey in which we prepare for 

Easter.  Jesus states in Matthew the focus of the season – focus on God not peoples 

reaction to what we do. We know where the Lenten journey ends.  At the cross with 

Jesus’ sacrificial death thru crucifixion to redeem us.  Lent calls us to see what God had 

done for us, what God is doing for us and what God will do for us.  In order to see God, 

we must seek God and acknowledge our unworthiness.   

Outline: 

 God doesn’t need our attention getting devices.  You already have His attention.   
This preparation takes courage; to see our sin and the pain it caused. And know  

that God does not ‘throw us out with the bath water’  
due to Grace: God’s steadfast love, mercy and compassion.   

 Where is your focus? On God or ? 
 How to help focus: 

Internal:  connect with God, id sinful appetites/idols and fast with appetite  
denying discipline;  

External:  service to others, use of things, educate self thru Lenten Services;  
asking for help.     

 

 

Lord God, open our ears, our eyes, and our hearts so we hear and receive your Word 

and “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing to you, O 

LORD” (Psalm 19:14) 

“Don’t kill it Mom.  Umm, I mean, don’t kill it too soon; because you are going to kill it. 

Just enjoy it first okay“.  Ah yes, the words of wisdom from my children when they gave 

me a plant.  You see I love flowers; any green living things actually.  But I can’t seem to 

keep them alive.  I grew up with beautiful flowers and plants of all kinds.  My Mom had a 

green thumb; mine is black.    So I am drawn to inanimate flowers and images of flowers 

and stories about flowers.  So I was drawn to a phrase by Presbyterian Pastor Lisle 

(Lyle) Garrity - “Lent is a season of spiritual gardening”.   



You see gardening is an apt metaphor for Lent.  It “requires effort, energy, intention and 

care”.  This is what I bring to the garden.  But gardening also “necessitates patience, 

waiting, relinquishing control and letting go…”  This is acknowledging that God has a 

hand in gardening.  We don’t do the growth all by ourselves.  And it takes time.  During 

Lent, we “invite God to unearth in us what lies fallow, what needs to be tended and what 

needs to die for new life to emerge.”  (Cultivating & Letting Go this Lent; Garrity, Living 

Lutheran)  

Lent brings us to the cross; Christs redemption of our sin.  Luckily for us, we know the 

end point of our Lenten journey; the disciples did not.  Oh Jesus tried to tell them but the 

concept was so big and alien to their culture – I’m not sure they got it prior to Jesus’ 

resurrection.  The disciples did not have an Ash Wednesday.  We were marked by 

ashes in a cross shape tonight.  Ashes to symbolize our sin, our humanity, our inability 

to stop sinning.  Biblically, ashes symbolizes repentance and death.  But the shape, the 

cross, symbolizes Jesus’ crucifixion.  It offers us hope.  Is it any wonder that it should 

remind us of the other time we were marked by the sign of the cross?  Baptism.  At 

Baptism, we were marked by the sign of the cross.   

In Baptism, we are called “to live among God’s faithful people, to hear the word of God 

and share in the Lord’s supper, to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through 

word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and to strive for 

justice and peace in all the earth” (ELW 236). Do these instructions, these faith 

practices to guide our daily living, do they sound familiar?  Just look at our Gospel 

today.  Jesus speaks to us about giving alms, prayer, fasting and watching for idols. 



Does one of these lie fallow in you?  Which of these faith practices needs to be tended? 

What needs to die in you for new life to emerge? 

In our Gospel, Jesus begs us to keep the focus on God not getting other people’s 

attention.  I use the word ‘beg’ because he repeats this admonition four times in this 

Gospel.  He repeatedly says “Truly, I tell you, they have received their reward”.  Another 

words, these hypocrites, have not got God’s attention.  Their only reward is that of an 

actor receiving acclimations for his/her performance from other people.  God does not 

need any attention getting performance or behaviors.  You already have God’s 

attention.  And God is already with you.  He already knows all about you – after all 

Jesus says “…your Father who sees in secret”.    

Being called a hypocrite is painful.  I’ve been called a hypocrite – and they weren’t 

wrong.  My actions and my words did not sync; my words and actions were not on the 

same page.   So if I want to keep those Lenten garden plants alive, what do I need to 

do?  Well, how about going back to those the faith practices from our Baptism?  Or 

taking the time to repent that we sinned.  When we sin, it doesn’t just hurt us, it effects 

God as well – it diminishes our relationship with God.  Our sins also have 

consequences; consequences that hurt other people.  People we love and care about 

AND people we don’t know.  We may not know all the pain our sin causes.   

It takes courage to acknowledge our sins; to repent.  So much of society drives us to 

perfection; those perfect bodies we see on the screens and magazine covers, the 

‘keeping up with the Jones’ mentality, constant ‘gotta have the next best technological 



thing’.  But we won’t achieve that perfection.  We need to have the courage to say “I am 

human, I sin and I hurt others and God with my actions”.   

This repentance is a two part action:   being painfully aware of our sin and trusting that 

our sin is forgiven on account of Christ. Our Psalm tonight is from David when the 

prophet Nathan showed him his sins of adultery with Bathsheba and ordering the 

murder of Uriah.   Psalm 51 cries out: 

1 Have mercy on me, O God, 

    according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy 

    blot out my transgressions. 

2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 

    and cleanse me from my sin. 

The Psalm points out God shows His grace in His mercy, steadfast love and great 

compassion.  We know how God will receive our repentance; with mercy, steadfast love 

and great compassion.   Isn’t that comforting?  Knowing how our sins and the hurt they 

cause will be met?  With mercy, steadfast love and great compassion.  God does not 

throw the baby out with the bathwater.  God keeps the baby and give us clean water.  

The water of baptism.  He does this as many times as we need and ask for it.   

So let’s get down to a little spiritual gardening on our Lenten journey.  God is providing 

the seed, water and soil.  We make the effort, intention, energy and care.  We do this 

thru connecting with God and others, repenting and practicing our faith.  Let’s put an 



effort into prayer.  Get into the routine of talking to God each and every day.  Maybe 

something as simple as saying “good morning God” before you get out of bed.  Let us 

intentionally seek out others to serve – which could be as simple as serving soup at an 

upcoming soup supper.  Use your energy to make sure you’re not a hypocrite – think 

about your actions…..who did they glorify?  Yourself or God??.  Care about others.  

This Lent we will hear from five different service organizations who care about others.  

Come and hear how they do that.  We start next Wednesday with LB Hospice, then 

Churches United and the issue of homelessness.  The Salvation Army is on March 27th 

followed by the Mobile Mental Health Crisis Response Team and Habitat for Humanity 

rounds out the Lenten services.    

We know where the Lenten journey ends.  At the cross.  With Jesus’ sacrificial death.  

His redemption of us sinners.  Lent calls us to see what God had done for us, what God 

is doing for us and what God will do for us.  In order to see God, we must seek God and 

acknowledge our unworthiness and accept his Grace.  This Lent, as you begin your 

journey toward the baptismal waters of Easter, do a little spiritual gardening.  The 

results will be beautiful.  Amen.   

 


