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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Today on Ash Wednesday we enter into another new season in our life with God and our life together, though this 
season, perhaps more than any other in the Church, is much maligned for some of its perceived characteristics. As a 
season of penitence, Lent a time to reflect upon the way we live, to ask forgiveness of our sins, to turn actively to God 
through prayer and spiritual disciplines. Lent is not a mandatory period of being dejected, it's not a time to give up 
something trivial for the sake of checking the box of once-a-year piety, and is it not a time throughout which we are 
required to feel guilty. 
  
It is, as the reading from Isaiah describes, a time for honesty about ourselves and our relationship with God, for us to 
examine our actions and acknowledge our sin as a force that is real, enough so to create a breach in that relationship. 
And Lent is a time for us to remember and be changed by the fact that God's creation (including ourselves) cannot 
flourish when it is separated from God. Just as the parched, dry garden needs water, or as the ruins of a building need a 
strong foundation to be rebuilt, so does the soul yearn for its nourishment and its foundation. 
  
In Lent, we are asked to be holy, to make a daily effort to come closer to God, our source of life and our foundation, but 
when we are separated from God, we seem to set unreal expectations for what this season is supposed to be like. But 
outside of the spiritual realm, this seems to be less of an issue, and Isaiah uses images from our common life to show 
what our relationship with God can be like. If a garden is barren, we do not expect it to produce a great harvest; but 
rather we recognize its need, tending to it, and start to bring life back to where there once was none to be found. Or 
when a building is abandoned or neglected, a great mansion cannot be built on the rubble – the parts that have decayed 
must be broken off, replaced, and then a foundation can be built so that a new building may last for generations to 
come. When the hungry are without food, we do not expect their cries to stop without sustenance nor that the naked 
could endure the harsh winter unless they are given aid. 
  
In all of these examples, we see the necessity for acknowledging a need when something is missing. And yet our 
expectations for our souls tends to be the exception in our eyes because it's much more difficult to see the consequence 
of a relationship with God that is merely distant, or worse, not there at all. It's easier to recognize and address need in 
external matters – in our jobs, or our ministries, we often work very hard because we know that if we don't, the end 
result will falter: the garden will lay barren. 
  
The question we would do well to ask ourselves is are our selves any different? Has our spirit somehow taken on a lesser 
importance than everything around it? Will we, like Isaiah’s garden with no water, be equally as lifeless without God? 
  
The words that we will hear in a few moments seem to imply it: “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall 
return.” But while this may be the reality of life without God, we do not repeat these words each year so that we might 
be hopeless through this season – quite the opposite, actually. If anything, these words and this season are a time of 
solemn and penitent rejoicing, of acknowledging our dependence on God alone, remembering what we have heard in the 
Collect; that God hates nothing he has made, forgives those who are penitent, and loves us, even enough to make us new 
again each time we turn to him. 
  
God is always willing to search for us and find us, to seek relationship with us. We know this best in Jesus, who came to 
his creation to reconcile us to God, to show us the path to walk on so that creation might be made to flourish once again, 
but also to show us where we may have strayed from that path, even in times of our best intentions. He cuts right to our 
intentions and our thoughts because he knows our condition so well – so if we pray, but only so that others hear us, we 
have become the barren garden. If we only fast so that others will notice, we are already the building in ruins. If we allow 
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ourselves to ignore the hunger our hearts have for God, the dust indeed becomes a permanent dwelling-place. To follow 
Christ and to go where he asks us to go, we must look not to ourselves, but to God, for he will hear our prayer and the 
desires of our hearts because he knows that our hearts are the key to our relationship with him: “where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also.” If we treasure only the things that are not of God, it would be as if very heart were taken 
from our body – this is no way to live, nor could our life, our very spirit, be sustained in such a way. 
  
But if we treasure God, if we turn to God in this season, if we lift our hearts to God as we do each time we receive the 
Eucharist, our hearts are returned to relationship with their maker, and like Augustine says, our hearts, which are restless 
without God, will find their rest. They will find relief, they will be refreshed and strengthened, they will find their 
home. 
  
Long ago, God sent his Son to repair the breach between God and creation, so that the hearts of humanity might find 
their home. I encourage you this Lent to hear where Christ may be calling you to go, to seek Christ and allow him to 
tend to your heart as the water tends to the earth. Listen for him when you read the scriptures, listen for his voice, the 
voice that calls you by name when you pray. May this be a season when we listen for that voice not as one that condemns 
but one that continues to call us to himself; may this be a season when we acknowledge the places in our lives where we 
might improve, not for the sake of guilt but for the refreshment of our souls; and may we come to know that the place 
where the heart of God and the heart of creation meet is on the cross of Christ, the same cross that does not, in the end, 
lead to despair and death, but to the hope of the resurrection. May we follow Christ to the place where our hearts yearn 
to go, to his cross this Lent, and we will find it none other than the way of life. 
  
Amen. 
  
  
 


