Paul Walker         CEC          Ash Wed 09           Joel 2         “Never Give Up Beer For Lent”

     On the day of my ordination 14 years ago, my friend and mentor Tad de Bordenave gave a letter.  Tad was my rector at St. Matthew’s in Richmond, from a long line of Episcopal ministers, and I think a man after God’s own heart. 

     With 3 kids in school he left the safe job at St. Matthew’s to start an organization called Anglican Frontier Missions – a group dedicated to bringing the gospel to the 25 least evangelized people groups – places around the world where there are no churches, where the message of the saving grace of Jesus Christ is not heard.

     So in 1995, on the day of my ordination, when Tad gave me a long letter filled with the wisdom he accrued from 30 years of ordained ministry, I was eager to open and read this precious gift. It contained the wise and well-earned gems he wished to pass on to me as I began my ministry. 

     I’ll never forget the way he began the letter: “Dear Paul, Never give up beer for Lent.”

     Tad made his own beer, so he might have had a vested self-interest in that advice. But of course there was more to it than that. And you can substitute whatever you want for “beer” – Never give up chocolate for Lent, sweets for Lent, sugar for Lent, meat for Lent.

     Why not? If Lent is an invitation to self-denial, what is wrong with giving up beer or chocolate for Lent?  The problem is that giving up beer doesn’t go far enough. It might be good for your health to give up beer or chocolate, but it doesn’t even begin to address the root of the problem. The root of the problem is not your appetite or your discipline. The root of the problem, as the Prophet Joel tells us in our reading today, is your heart.

     As Joel calls Israel to repentance, he says “return to me with all your heart…rend your hearts and not your garments.” Rend your hearts and not your garments. Giving up beer is rending your garment. It is an outside, extraneous, and inadequate substitution for the real thing. Settling for the fake thing can make you believe that you are doing the real thing. 
     If you want to enter the arena of Bible repentance and real denial, then rend your heart not your garment.  If you want to rend your heart, then try giving up anger for Lent. Try giving up lust for Lent. Try giving up envy for Lent. Try giving up ambition for Lent. Try giving up greed for Lent. Try giving up your need to be right. Try giving up thinking about yourself for Lent.  When you trying giving up those things you run straight into the problem of the human heart.
       So what are we to make of Lent? Well, I like Lent because Lent is the time to call a thing what it is. What do I mean by that odd phrase? I mean that Lent is the time to agree with the Bible’s description of your heart – “deceitful above all else.” Lent is the time to be honest about yourself.  

     That’s what God asks of you this Ash Wednesday, and everyday for that matter. God asks you to be honest about your own heart. To rend your heart is to say, Yes, Lord, I am eaten up with anger. Yes, Lord, the bitterness I feel is overwhelming. Yes, Lord, I cannot control my lust. 

     Yes, Lord, I care more about keeping my money safe than I do about giving it away to those in need.  And I certainly care more for my own life and comfort than I do for those who are perishing because they have not heard the gospel.  Please, Lord, deliver me from my own sin. Please, Lord, give me a new heart – a heart of love for you and a heart of love for others.

     That is what it means to rend your heart and not your garment.  That is what it means to pray with conviction the collect of the day for Ash Wednesday: “create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that we, worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness, may obtain of you, the God of all mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness” 

     The astonishing news is that is what we are given: perfect remission and forgiveness. Your honesty is met with mercy. As the prophet Joel says, “Return to the Lord, your God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.”    

     All of this is ours because, as Paul says in today’s reading, “for our sake, he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  Jesus gave up more than beer for Lent; He gave up His life. And it is through Him and because of Him that you and I, even with our deceitful hearts, receive the mercy of God.

     Amen.

